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The Real Alice
by Keri Brauner
Alice stepped through the door. Before her lay a world of wonder, and wildly brilliant color. The vastness of 
the forest lay before her, and the glittering city could be seen above the forest in the mountains far away. The forest 
looked sinister, Alice turned around, afraid to go into the forest alone, but she found she was standing on the edge 
of a cliff overlooking a turbulent river and some not so pleasant looking black rocks at the bottom. She looked back 
the way she had come and saw nothing but a black void with slight shimmers here and there; there was nowhere to 
go but forward. Alice stepped into the forest. There was a clear-cut path, but she was still unsure of going in alone. 
The last time she was here, Charlie had been with her, but they had come down before they could get too far into 
the forest. She began to walk along the path, she had an insatiable curiosity that the forest and what lay beyond 
promised to satiate.  
A few hours later Alice was in the most densely growing part of the forest. She had not strayed from the 
path, but the trees grew tighter together the further she walked, this was far beyond where she and Charlie had 
already explored. The closely packed trees leaned over her, branches growing longer and wider, blocking out the 
sunlight. Now in semi-darkness Alice found herself wishing for the comfort of Charlie’s house, his den lit by can-
dles, casting shadows on the walls, which she would pretend scared her so Charlie would pretend to protect her. She 
shook her head, shaking the memory of that night out of her head, and continued along the path. 
The sun was setting by the time she made it out of the forest. She was sure it had been night when she 
left, but time was different here. She was close enough to the city to see the glittering spires and giant billboards, 
although she couldn’t yet read them at this distance. Before her was a pasture of pink flowers filled with…cows? 
Alice was almost positive cows weren’t supposed to be purple, or have blue spots. They matched her dress, 
but they stood out against the land, and what she had mistaken for a field of flowers was actually pink grass. It was 
a kaleidoscope of weirdness she didn’t know existed in her brain. 
Through the grass came a large white rabbit in a twill coat, carrying a red-gold pocket watch. He hopped 
right past Alice, then nose up sniffing, turned around and hopped up to be level with her. 
“Who are you?”
“I’m…um…Alice…What’s up with the cows?”
“Yes, quite irregular. They’ve been illegally modified. Purple is illegal in Wonderland.”
 “Wonderland?”
“Yes, of course. Naturally.” He looked at her as if deciding whether she was dumb or just insane. “You’re in 
Wonderland. And you’re wearing purple. Only thieves and prostitutes wear purple. Are you a prostitute?”
“No. I just didn’t know purple was illegal here. Do you have something I could change into? I really don’t 
want to offend anyone, I’m not sure what they’ll do, I’ve never been to Wonderland before.”
“Hmmm…never been here before, yet you are here, and you do look familiar. Are you sure you’ve never 
been here before?
“Of course I am.”
“Hmmm…you best change quickly, we don’t want to be late.”
“I don’t have anything else.”
The rabbit looked at her, wiggling its nose in what appeared to be annoyance. “Very well, my house is just 
over the hill. I suppose I could lend you something to cover up that offensive outfit.”
Alice followed the rabbit to a little cottage in a tree by the edge of the forest. She had to duck to fit through 
the door and by the time she looked up the rabbit had disappeared into his home. She heard him rummaging about. 
“No…no…that won’t do. Ah, here we are.” He reemerged holding a red twill coat and a pair of white pants. 
“Are you sure those will fit Mr. Rabbit?” 
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 “Yes, yes. If they don’t drink this,” he said, holding up a small flask of red liquid. 
 Alice pulled on the pants, which fit, surprisingly. Then pulled her dress over her head, revealing her White 
Stripes tee shirt. She quickly pulled the red twill jacket over her shirt, it was a little tight around her sides. 
 “Here. Drink.”
 She took a quick sip, felt a burst of warmth and then heard a ‘pop’ and the jacket formed to her shape. 
 “Come on. We’re going to be late!” 
 He still hadn’t let go of his pocket watch, and he ushered her out of his house so quickly she hit her head 
on the door frame. He was really pushy, and he never stopped muttering about needing to report the cows to the 
Queen. 
 “Come on, come on. We don’t want to miss it.” He bounded ahead.
 “Miss what?” but the rabbit was too far ahead to hear. Alice hurried to catch up. 
 They entered the city through a pair of wrought iron gates painted a violent red. Then, following the rabbit, 
Alice went through a positive maze of streets and alleys, until the rabbit stopped. 
 “Here, the event.” The rabbit gestured for her to go through, and then hurried off in the opposite direction 
tapping his pocket watch and muttering.
 Where she emerged looked a lot like the MetLife Stadium back home, with the massing crowd, the ped-
dlers selling food, drinks, and foam fingers in blue or red, which had the words Cheshire or Hatter written across 
the foam in white letters. Alice found a seat near the front of section B and sat next to an oversized blue caterpillar 
smoking a hookah. 
 “And who are you?” the caterpillar asked through puffs of smoke. 
 “Alice.”
 “Hmmm. The Alice?”
 “Umm…sure?”
 “Who are you betting on? My bet’s on Ches, he’s been really turning it out this season.”
 “Oh. I don’t know. I’ve only just got here you see.”
 “Of course, I see. I’ve got eyes you know. Right in the front of my head.”
 A loud round of applause brought Alice’s attention away from the caterpillar and back to the arena. A large 
walrus waddled his way to the center, and a microphone descended from above. He took it in one flipper and 
announced, “Today’s fight is between the unparalleled season champion Cheshire Cat,” a round of applause came 
from the mass of blue around the stadium, “and the Crazy Mad Hatter!” The red foam fingers cheered, and the 
stadium went wild. 
 Apparently, the Hatter was a real spectacle. Alice clapped politely with the increasingly frenzied crowd. The 
walrus attempted to continue his speech, but was drowned out by the din. So he gestured with a flipper and the 
gates on either side of the arena opened and what Alice could only assume were the contestants walked out. 
 With them walked out a dozen scantily clad women in what could only be described as gypsy garb. They 
began to dance as the crowd got louder and more violent, turning on each other, using their fists, drinks, and any-
thing or anyone in reach to bash each other. Alice shifted in her seat, tapping her index fingers against the brick red 
plastic. 
 “I see the fighting is starting early. It’s to be expected for the season finale.” 
 Alice turned to the caterpillar, whose gaze was fixed on her in an annoyingly knowing look. “What’s hap-
pening? This is worse than the Super Bowl.”
 “I don’t know what a superbowl is.” He tilted his head to her tapping fingers. “That’s quite annoying you 
know.”
 “Sorry, I’ll stop.” 
 “Nothing to worry about yet ‘Alice’. It’s when the prize fight is over that one must be worried.”
 This did not make her feel better; but as there was no reason to run quite yet, Alice settled back into her seat. 
The crowd’s tumultuous noise cut out and the dancing girls bolted to the side lines. The fight began. 
 It was unlike anything Alice had ever seen, definitely not Super Bowlesque. The Hatter’s top hat flattened 
into a giant spinning blade, and his opponent Ches, a fat blue cat with an infuriating grin, simply vanished and 
appeared wherever he chose to in the arena.
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 “Duck.”
 Alice dived under her seat, kicking the man sitting next to her in the face, as the Hatter’s top hat blade cut 
the air where her head had been before. Ches laughed, and vanished with a ‘pop’, leaving a lingering image of his 
grin in the air above her seat. Alice picked herself off the ground and dusted herself off before settling back into 
her seat. Her vision blurred and everything swayed for a moment; she felt in danger of falling into the arena, then 
everything focused again. 
 “Time to go Alice.”
 She turned her head so fast she nearly got whiplash. She found the source of the voice just as he faded and 
vanished again. 
 “He’s right you know,” said the caterpillar. 
 “What?” Alice turned to him, rubbing her neck.
 “It’s time to go. End of days and all that.” And then the caterpillar vanished in a puff of smoke that blew 
directly into her face, making her cough. 
 Alice’s attention was brought back to the stadium where violent fights had broken out among the specta-
tors. A pair of wresting men dressed as a spade and a two of hearts fell over the railing and down into the field. The 
gypsies ran to the center and started dancing again, trying to distract the angry crowd, but it only made the frenzy 
more hectic. One of the gypsies caught Alice’s eye, the one in the center with the sea blue eyes. Her eyes. Is that me? 
Am I having an out of body experience? Charlie told me that happens sometimes. The man Alice had kicked in the 
face grabbed at her and she took off running, kicking behind her and making contact with his chest, knocking the 
air out of him. 
 Adrenaline took over and she managed to retrace her way through the maze of streets and alleys much faster 
than the rabbit had made her go. As she reached the gate her vision blurred again and the gate seemed to bend and 
twist like metal turned to liquid. She closed her eyes and put her arms out in front of her to push the gate open. Her 
arms met no resistance and she ran straight through the gate. She turned to look back and the gate had completely 
vanished, the crowd had spilled into the streets and charged at her. She bolted for the forest. 
 The tree branches whipped her in the face as she forced her way through them. The whole world seemed to 
tilt and she struggled to keep her balance. She broke out of the trees and tried to stop as she remembered the cliff. 
Her momentum was briefly impeded by an invisible wall but it carried her through and over the edge. 
 She flailed about mid-air, and her hands caught the rocky ledge. She managed to grab on and hoist herself 
back over and onto solid ground, but then the ground tilted again and she slid over the edge. Her shoes flew off with 
the g-force and she landed in the water hard, knocking the breath out and the rocks slicing up her feet. She fought 
to make it back to the surface as the turbulence tried actively to drown her. When she broke the surface, she took a 
huge breath and opened her eyes. 
 She was no longer in Wonderland. The street in front of her was entirely unfamiliar, but the street sign read 
Boerum St. How the hell did I get all the way to Brooklyn? She looked behind her. The window of the shop behind 
her read Shalom Antiques, but the second pane was missing. Looking down Alice saw the glass shards and realized 
she was standing in the broken glass from the window she had just run through. The sound of a police siren brought 
her attention back to the street, where a police car pulled up to the curb and an officer got out. The side of the car 
read Harrison Police and the officer looked a lot like the guy she had kicked in the arena. 
 “Alice Hannigan?”
 Alice nodded.
  “I’ve been following you since your friend Charlie’s house. You weren’t making a lot of sense. You kicked 
me when I tried to stop you. I’m afraid you’re going to have to come back to the station with me.”
 She nodded again. Coming down was debilitating and painful so it would be good to have somewhere to lay 
down while she detoxed, even if that place was a holding cell. The officer cuffed her and helped her into the back of 
his car. Charlie was already sitting in the back of the car, cuffed and looking way spaced-out. She sat down hard, her 
jacket swinging into her and whacking her side. There was something heavy in her pocket. She managed to twist her 
hands enough to reach the corner of her coat, and she shook the objects out. A gold pocket watch and a miniature 
hookah fell out onto the seat beside her. Weird. Her coat was red. Weirder. She was still wearing the purple dress 
with black lace she had worn to Charlie’s party. “Offensive. Purple is offensive.”
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 “What?” The officer was staring at her. 
 “Nothing.”
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Quilt Gossip
       by Emmaline Bristow
Hours of talk are knitted
into every corner, crease, 
and crevice strung together by a pure
white thread connecting each patch
like how Jimmy is related
to Tom and how he, Tom, dropped
out of school because the ball
team isn’t taking C average
kids anymore, and how the dentist,
Dr. Johnson, is actually close friends
with the ball team’s coach 
and his wife bakes a terribly
good batch of shortbread
though you’d think her teeth
wouldn’t be so yellow since
her husband works on them and all.
And isn’t that Katie, Dr. Johnson’s
sister’s girl, in my grade? She always
was so sweet with her blonde
hair. She and you should have been friends
because her cheeks were rosy
and her long legs could ride
any boy she liked. She could choose,
Katie. She could decide whether
she liked the weather enough to go
to school, and choose if she
wanted to be prom queen
or homecoming queen
or maybe president of all the clubs—
not those clubs that they don’t speak
of in those big cities with raving
lights that blind one of what
actually is going on in that black
misty smoke. Speaking of black, did anyone
meet that new black boy down the road?
His daddy don’t seem too rough
compared to the rest of those boys—
the black ones—at your school. 
They were always a little too rough
for an innocent girl like you. You couldn’t
handle someone like that—which is your
job. To handle them boys. Teach’em
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who’s actually boss behind the scenes.
Teach’em through this quilt gossip.
Yeah. It’s real 
respectable, alright.
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Hell Fire Cheeks
  by Emmaline Bristow 
She stands to the wind, dark hair
 lofting against covered
neck. Blood red
   cheeks seem to boil 
  like Hell’s fire waiting
in sidewalk cracks, burning
up even the fire ants
 as they crawl toward cool,
   dewy grass. But she seems to stay
 cool, wrapped up in her cashmere
blue scarf, waiting for the bus
in the sloppy spring weather.
  Only he’s felt those cheeks
 before, hot like tar
burning his spine 
 (might as well add
   a few feathers). 
 Sometimes he wishes
  she’d open her mouth 
    and show that fire inside;
   wishes she’d 
   scorch someone else for a change.
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Floating. Rolling.
  by Emmaline Bristow
My head’s floating on water:
 swirly water and it rolls 
            left to right
   left to right
    like a beach ball full of air
    and spit from your filmy
   mouth. And my body
  is there in the sand
 deep below the slimy
seaweed, half-buried.
Sometimes my body moves
 but only with the tide
  from boats with giant
   paddles passing. Meanwhile
    here’s my head. Floating.
    Rolling.
   Occasionally burning
     salty warm water
 through my nose
and out my mouth.
But when the water is still
 I feel the sun heating 
  my face, burning it
    with those constant rays, 
    baking my cheeks
    ‘til they’re a warm cherry
   like in that pie you ate
  last week, that pie
 with crumbly crust and gooey
insides. Little did you know
that was a head after 
 it’d been here floating. 
  Rolling. 
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Finger-Painting
  by Taylor Bushney
My skin hums
as your fingers trace
tingling patterns
across my cheeks,
painting me with your touch.
I melt from 
the inside out
as the masterpiece that is you
consumes me
and I am lost,
as always,
to the beautiful abyss
of your deep brown eyes.
You murmur something sweet
and the fire fills me
as I look away,
unable to mold 
pure, beautiful joy
into any audible response
so I hope
that the curve of my smile
as your thumb grazes my lips
will suffice.
My eyes open
and my arms
find their way to your neck
as I silently say,
“This artwork
is mine.”
Your fingers
slide from my face
as I paint you red
with my burning lips.
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Word Painting
  by Taylor Bushey
I can’t paint.
I don’t draw.
My portraits consist of shaky lines
and lopsided circles. 
Nose-less faces
and crooked smiles.
I make dots for eyes
and blobs for ears.
I cannot create
a dramatically shaded iris 
with just a blue pen.
Eyebrows resemble caterpillars.
Landscapes are unimaginative;
half-circles for hills
triangles as mountains
squiggly lines taking the place
of beautiful rivers and creeks.
But with words . . .
With words, I can stitch
the most magnificent tapestry
of rich, vibrant description.
I can create a stunning landscape
of slate-blue mountains rearing their craggy heads
behind a swathe of thick, dark forest
patterned with massive oak trees 
and dense foliage; a masterpiece
of wilderness 
and untamed beauty.
I can draw
a handsome man
a lovely woman
an angelic child
with the words that flow
from my mind
down my arm
and through my fingertips
to the pen, the pencil, the keyboard
and then – the paper, the screen, 
the human voice. 
I can create an eye of unparalleled intensity - 
the iris an explosion of deep indigo,
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like wildly tossed ocean waves – 
and the pupil
ringed in pale silver,
with a stare like ice
enough to freeze a person
into a living
breathing
statue
of awe. 
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Relationships
       by Mike Delaney 
 Spending time with my case manager, Jeff, has been a real treat since day one. The first time we got together 
was in May of 2014. I was proud of myself for passing pre-algebra with my math disability and was feeling on top 
of the world. As soon as I walked in the office he asks me where I want to go hiking. I tell him that the choice was 
his but he asks me to flip a coin. I told him that I couldn’t decide between Pattee Canyon or the Rattlesnake so he 
asks me if the Rattlesnake was good. I tell him yes (That would’ve been my choice anyway). We drive over to where 
his house is only to not park exactly where he lives because clients are not supposed to know where he lives. He tells 
me that he should blindfold me but I respond telling him that I would never come bother him after hours. He tells 
me that he didn’t think that I would.
 As we hike we talk about Netflix, politics, and life in general. I never felt so good interacting with another 
human being like I did with Jeff. He didn’t ask me about Asperger’s until a week or two after that. I couldn’t really 
explain what Asperger’s felt like and in fact always did whatever I could to hide the diagnosis. He knew that I was 
into creative writing because I told him that it was my dream to become a screenwriter for that was what I was rec-
ommended to go into.
  Once the summer became too hot to hike we took our meetings to the mall which didn’t bring much joy 
from me because I really enjoyed the outdoors with him. Once our meetings took place at the mall that’s when our 
Seinfeldian humor really took off. He takes the roll of Jerry and I of George. All that we need is Kramer, Elaine, 
and occasionally a brief time each month with a Newman. Come to think of it, we had somewhat of a Newman 
one time. We were wandering around Sears back when it was going out of business in the summer of 2015 when 
this man who worked there greeted Jeff. Jeff worked with this guy at Lowes during a time in his life and Jeff told 
me that he was unbearable. I kind of got the sense of arrogance from the guy bragging about how he was going to 
be managing the Sears home-store in a pretentious fashion. We get away from that man and Jeff tells me that he 
couldn’t stand the guy. I felt the same way but unfortunately Newman is the type to be a comedic arch nemesis with 
and that guy ended up not making the part. Maybe one day me and Jeff could get a sitcom on Crackle so that the 
community can see what our conversations are really like.
 Not every week do we have laugh outs. Like he tells me, “They can’t all be the same, each episode sometimes 
has to incorporate a little drama into it.” Two Thanksgiving’s in a row I told my family that I was thankful for Jeff. 
I always notice that Jeff wears olive drab clothing kind of like a communist so I really hope he never gets blacklisted 
from hop-sings. I remember walking with him around the Rattlesnake in 2014 where he tells me of his disdain for 
dogs. He complains that they are always on these trails without leashes on. Jeff prefers cats to dogs, claiming that 
they are much easier to care for.
 He did ask me what I could ever do with a degree in creative writing. To be honest, for me there is nothing I 
can do so I tell him that I want to go into accounting. He tells me that I will make a lot more money doing it unless 
my writing happens to be good. I will never stop obsessing about accounting. Even if I couldn’t be an accountant, 
I will pursue my goals of being educated in the subject matter.
 I consider myself a misanthrope, a hater of the human species. My misanthropy has a lot to do with social 
anxiety that comes with autism. I find that a lot of misanthropic people have social anxiety and it has nothing to 
do with wishing ill upon another human being. There is something about Jeff that I can’t stand but I always come 
around thinking of him every single day. I am a unique client of his being that I don’t need case management. Back 
in 2014 he put on the treatment plan for me to utilize socialization. The only social outings I attended back then 
were at the Socrates café which use to be a pleasant escape for me when people attended. Now I don’t have much of 
anything.
 I have problems with intimacy. I don’t ever want to marry anyone. The thought of having someone invade 
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my little fortress of solitude bothers me so deeply that I dream of flying to the moon or buying an island out in the 
sun. One thing that bothers me about Jeff is he doesn’t believe that I’m sick. Every day I wake up feeling fatigued 
with no motivation to do anything. I told him that I have chronic pelvic pain and he responded with, “Don’t only 
women get that?” I’m able to admit that women are more prone to pain and anxiety, but to completely generalize 
disorders to only women is just plain sexist. I don’t mean sexist as treating men or women as second class citizens 
but more of a naivety or ignorance.
 For the last few weeks I have been lying to Jeff about a guy named Ben. I sat next to Ben in Micro-economics 
in the fall of 2016. He was majoring in social work so his warmness towards me seemed to be very warranted. I told 
him a lot about Jeff and was thinking about bringing him along to one of our meetings just so he could become 
involved with the humor. Jeff said that wouldn’t be ethical and Ben agreed so I occasionally spent time with Ben. On 
December 2nd, I took Ben to meet the most interesting man in Missoula, Dan. We meet up at Drew’s art show at 
Betty’s Divine for First Friday and examine Drew’s art. Drew proceeds to get drunk, so me and Ben go over to Dan’s 
for dinner. Dan and Julie open their doors with much love and we proceed to socialize. The thing about Dan is that 
I find him to be very socially liberal and accepting. He wants the wars to end and the bigotry to go away. He claims 
to have supported each party equally in his life. He voted for Obama twice and felt that he was a good president. It 
came as a shock that he told me he voted for Trump. I remember him at the beginning of the year despising Trump 
and was certain that he wouldn’t vote. I didn’t tell Ben that he voted for Trump with him being such a Hillary sup-
porter to the point of thinking that she was a better choice than Bernie.
 While we were walking over there he tells me about a couple days ago when I offer to buy him a Snoop Dogg 
ticket that I don’t have to buy him things for him to be my friend and that he had much interest in being my friend. 
That was unfortunately the last time we hung out. He has texted me twice that month and even left a Facebook 
message. There is some glitch with my Facebook where I can’t add certain people and they can’t add me. He asks, 
“How are we not Facebook friends?” I tell him that I’m only allowed to send him messages and asked him what 
happens when he tries to add me. He could also only message me. I tell him that I would try to fix it but ended up 
having no luck in the process. On my birthday, he texts me that he bought an Xbox One and that we should kick it 
and play sometime. I call him back to see if he wanted to spend time with me but he couldn’t that night because he 
was with his parents who were just visiting. The next time he texts me was on Christmas Day where he wishes me 
a Merry Christmas. I call him to ask if he wants to go to the Glass Spiders show with me at the Top-Hat on New 
Year’s Eve and he said that he really wanted to. The day before the show, he calls me and tells me that he had to work 
that night but would like to hang with me after New Year’s. I called him while I was at the show to see if he would 
respond. I leave a message offering to go snowboarding with him but he never responded.
 From there on in I kind of gave in to feeling sick all the time and didn’t find my company to be worth any-
body’s time. I know that he has nothing against me, but when it comes to me forming close bonds it’s tough for me. 
I tell Jeff that I don’t think he will want me in his life but Jeff says to try anyway. Jeff doesn’t believe my solitude is 
good for me and to be honest I don’t think that it is either. I lie to Jeff that I have been spending time with him after 
messaging him on Facebook. I feel very good about myself when I lie to people to boost my ego. That’s something 
George Costanza does and I do have a real connection to that character.
 My relationship issues are not just with my peers but are starting to interfere with my family. There was one 
time when I believed that family will always be there for me but unfortunately that is starting to drift apart. I lied to 
my father’s brother, Don, that I was on my way to being an accountant. He was so happy to hear the news and was 
wondering if I was going to take the CPA exam. I also tell him that I am minoring in English and he is also an avid 
reader. I don’t see the point of spending time with family if I can’t tell them the truth about myself. The unfortunate 
truth is that I am seemingly going nowhere with my life with my chronic sickness following me around. They tell 
me that I don’t look sick but looks can be deceiving; it’s how I feel inside how my health really is.
 I majored in English because I thought that would bring me closer to people. I don’t really feel that writing 
is a good fit for me. The literature courses required for a creative writing major are very challenging for me and I 
don’t seem to trust any of the other professors for any of the workshops. I am switching to accounting because I 
need minimal communication. I will stop lying to people about being an accountant when I haven’t even taken an 
accounting course. If I do drop out of school it’s not because I’m lazy, it’s because my health issues are hampering 
my concentration and well-being to the point where existing is painful.
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 I make a promise to my therapist that I will keep myself safe. I will have to try to manage my health issues 
because they are completely invisible. Nobody will ever be able to help me with my symptoms, so it’s up to me to 
help myself. I know how I feel and will take whatever steps necessary to not let these problems take control of my 
life. Life is very precious. I am what brings my mother and father joy. I will keep on trying to make myself feel bet-
ter.
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The Art of Quitting 
  by Schuyler Diess
 For three short years, my parents’ lives revolved around my existence. They complimented every scribbled 
drawing and misspoken sentence. Even pooping was rewarded, usually with a single M&M. A few months after I 
turned two, my parents started telling me I was going to be a big sister. They made the whole thing sound great and 
as time went on, I grew more excited to meet the little sister who would magically emerge from my mom’s stomach. 
Nine months later, when I held her for the first time in the hospital, I looked up at my parents confidently and said, 
“I think she loves me.” After taking another moment of consideration I continued, “I think she dreams about me.” 
 Muriel was only home for a week before this loving illusion shattered. As older siblings have for generations, 
I raged against the idea that I must share my parents love. All this new thing could do was cry, poop, and cry some 
more. She definitely couldn’t recite all the lyrics to “Part of Your World” or run laps around the house in just a tutu; 
two skills I had grown quite adept at in my three years. Her existence alone demanded an attention that mine no 
longer did. I found little ways to punish her for this. I dumped water on her face during baths, pinched her in the 
middle of naps, and used moments alone to give her Crayola makeovers. I used to take her little hand and rub it 
against my face saying, “She’s just so cute and plump and juicy.” My teeth were locked around her fingers before 
anyone had the chance to rescue her. 
 When these efforts didn’t gain back my parent’s affection, I changed my methods. I quit doing things that 
separated me from my sister and attempted to revert to infancy.  Most significantly, I quit using the toilet. If she 
didn’t have to bother, neither did I. After a few attempts at this, my parents, completely fed up with my behavior, 
told me I was a “big girl” and I needed to go clean out my own underwear. I disappeared to the upstairs bathroom in 
a stomping fury. When I didn’t return for a while my Dad came upstairs to check on me. He opened the bathroom 
door to find me furiously scrubbing away at my underwear with his toothbrush. 
. . .
 When I was around five-years-old, I took interpretative dance classes with my neighbor and sister. We 
dressed in home-made, sequin-covered leotards and strut across the dance floor with our arms flailing in the air. We 
were given suggested dance moves but they were left up to our own interpretation. Muriel strayed the farthest from 
the suggested moves. She preferred to dance her own routines at least ten feet away from everyone else. Our recitals 
consisted of about thirty children stumbling their way across a stage, all of them waving their arms in the same gen-
eral direction. My sister decided to proclaim her individuality in the middle of our summer recital. Everyone had 
already made their way across to the other side of the stage when Muriel slowly made her way to the middle. She 
stopped there, turned to face the audience and kicked her leg into the air with as determination as her body could 
muster. Serious as ever, she turned and finished her walk to the side of the stage where we waited for her. 
 When I turned 7, I graduated from interpretive dance to ballet. It was through the same dance studio, but 
had much stricter policies. There would be no missing class, no dance move interpretation, and most definitely no 
unruly leg-kicking. I enjoyed the classes at first. I felt glamorous and important in my professional, sequin-free, 
leotard. However, perfecting the leap can only stay interesting for so long. One Saturday, me and a fellow classmate 
caught a case of the giggles during warm-up and were asked to leave the room and cool down. As an aggressive 
suck-up, this punishment wounded me to my core. I tried to continue but felt self-conscious, missing the free-for-
all style of interpretive dance. I began skipping class and faking sick when everything else failed. Before long, my 
parents recognized ballet as a waste of money and allowed me to quit. So began my longest running streak: quitting 
extracurricular activities. I quit them like it was my job. 
. . .
 My elementary school provided Suzuki violin lessons to any child who wanted them. Our instructor, Mr. 
Jonas, taught us with the frustrated kind of passion reserved for elementary school music teachers. He spoke through 
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clenched teeth when we carelessly swung around our baby-sized violins, but conducted us with pride as we screeched 
out “Hot Cross Buns” to a crowd of wincing parents. I loved violin. It provided a nice break from classes and I got 
to wear my favorite velvet dress at every recital. In fifth grade, I graduated to touring group, a great honor for any 
young violinist. We practiced two days a week after school and got to play in different venues all over Denver. The 
year I joined, we played the national anthem at a Rockies game and my parents told me my face was on the jumbo 
screen for at least five seconds. 
 While I relished the prestige, I usually reserved the half-hour after school got out for an episode of Dragon 
Tails and slices of apples and cheese. I was reluctant to sacrifice this ritual for violin practice. I attended diligently for 
the first few months, but found myself livid that Muriel got to go home and indulge in something I was missing. I 
began sneaking onto the bus behind her, with one hand over my face so my teacher, Ms. Mandy, couldn’t catch me. 
From there, I counted on my parents’ forgetfulness to keep me out of trouble. I got away with it until my parents 
got a call from Mr. Jonas who suggested I finish out the year but not return for the following one.  
. . .
 Like every middle-class child in America, I took my turn at pee-wee soccer. I played with my elementary 
best friend, Sarah Berger. She was as tall and gangly as I was short and stubby, and our friendship revolved around 
our mutual love for bullying each other. I grew mosquito-bite breasts at the age of eleven before they abruptly 
stopped their progress a year later. Sarah loved to poke me as hard as she could right in the nipple and watch me 
wince. I like to think she played a role in their stunted growth. But I could always get back at her by encouraging 
other kids to call her cheese burger or copying her every move to a breaking point. 
 I competed against her fiercely, at practices and games alike. Even when it became clear that she didn’t care, 
I couldn’t stop myself.  At the end of every practice a sticker was awarded to the player that showed the most effort 
or initiative, same with games. The game sticker was a more coveted prize but an abundance of practice stickers 
equaled several game stickers in worth. I’ve wanted few things in life as much as I wanted those stickers. I spent 
down-time during practice dribbling a soccer ball back and forth across the field. At the end of many practices my 
coach would ask who everyone thought deserved the award and they would all mumble my name with half-hearted 
glances in my direction. They all disliked me. I would have hated myself too at that point. 
 One girl had even more disdain for me than the rest. Chloe’s blonde hair, pretty face, and lack of pre-mature 
breasts gave her a sense of entitlement that even I couldn’t obtain. Her parents had the kind of money that breeds 
an instant resentment from others. I understood that both mine and Sarah’s parents disliked her family, which only 
fed into my own dislike. By the end of my first year, Chloe and I despised each other. 
 Our coach, known to us only as Tim, tried his hardest to inspire in us a love for the game, not a need to win. 
My parents loved his philosophy but I was genetically bound to a fierce love for competition. Having suffered for 
years from the same condition, my Mom tried to push me in the other direction with friendly coaches and Mon-
tessori school, but I was my mothers’ daughter. Between my love for the glory of stickers and my need to destroy 
Chloe, I became unstoppable. I gave my all at every practice, often overexerting myself to the point of embarrass-
ment. I loved to win, especially if it was by my hand. 
 A year later, my coach quit and so did my enemy. They transferred us to a new team with an even friendlier 
coach, who treated practices like a free-for-all. With no stickers and no rival, my ambition began to dwindle. When 
the season ended, cementing our unbroken losing streak, I promptly quit. 
. . .
 I started high school at the tail end of a four-year chubby phase everyone sympathetically referred to as 
“baby fat.” We needed at least one year of sport or P.E., so I joined the cross country team with the idea that I would 
get it over with in the first year, and grow into a more lady-like figure. Every day after school, I would gather with a 
large group of girls and stretch before they broke us into different skill levels and gave us our running assignments. I 
ran with the JV girls on a five-mile loop that took us right past my house. The temptation to leave them all behind 
for a tall glass of ice water and a couch left me jogging wistfully at the back of the group. One day, I lagged so far 
behind that our coach came to pick me up in his car, claiming it was “unsafe” for me to run alone. 
 I kept pretty good time with a girl named Aubin Fefley. Although she towered at least a foot above me, she 
ran in a knock-kneed style that caused her to kick up fist-sized clumps of grass and slowed her down considerably. 
Many of the other girls on the team simultaneously ran cross country and played club soccer. They shared a sports-
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man comradery I couldn’t find in myself. Even during group cheers the words sounded strange coming out of my 
mouth. Aubin and I became friends by default and developed our own sense of comradery and competition. 
 That first month, my legs chaffed so badly that I developed what is now a permanent waddle. I nearly 
fainted one afternoon from dehydration. My coach pulled me aside and told me I should be drinking 4-5 full water 
bottles a day. The next day I tried out his advice but after my tenth pee trip, I decided it wasn’t for me. An older 
girl on the team told me she always drank a class of chocolate milk after practice, claiming it was the best post-run 
beverage. That afternoon after practice I chugged a glass of chocolate milk and spent the next hour on the bathroom 
floor, convinced I was going to throw up. Eventually, I learned to wear leggings, drink a reasonable amount of water, 
and developed running habits that were unique to myself. By the end of the season, I considered running a welcome 
part of my daily routine. I continued to run throughout the year, even timing myself to set faster personal records. 
 Next fall came and although I continued to run, I managed to avoid joining the team. I employed a collec-
tion of excuses, each one more false than the last. The more I told them, the more I believed them myself. Truthfully, 
I didn’t want to reinsert myself in a group of people I never reached a comfort level with. I continued to run on my 
own, and still do to this day. It’s a source of pride in my life. I know when nothing else works out, I still have this 
one thing. I don’t know if re-joining the team would have changed this for the better or the worse. I do know how 
it reinforced the addictive feeling of quitting for me. The feeling that floods your body with relief and just a twinge 
of guilt, that is easily pushed to the back of the mind. 
. . .
 Like most kids do, I went through a phase where I wanted to be a teacher. I loved my elementary school 
teachers to the point of infatuation. My mom found (and read aloud) diaries in which I wrote love letters to my 
second grade teacher, Ms. Mandy. To me, they were the smartest, most amazing women I knew. I didn’t have a male 
teacher until middle school, which is something I’m positive was orchestrated by my mother. In addition, she made 
sure my sister and I were treated only by female physicians. She wanted us to know that women could fill these roles 
just as well as men could. 
 I held onto my teaching goal well into middle school, where I was introduced to an entirely new learning 
style. Having gone to Montessori school for the first eight years of my life, a system in which you were evaluated 
by numbers and letters was entirely foreign to me. Much to my mother’s dismay, I loved it. I found nothing more 
satisfying than that large, red A on the top of a paper. The idea of teaching and passing down that kind of judgment, 
exhilarated me. I brought home spotless report cards that my parents met with mild enthusiasm. Where they hoped 
I would find a love of learning, I found a love for winning. I found a group of like-minded, equally annoying girls, 
who could shed tears over an A minus. 
 The summer following my first year of middle school, I spent afternoons eating hot dogs and mac and 
cheese with my grandma on her balcony. She was a strong-willed, German woman whose opinions would offend 
most people. I once watched her bend over a baby at the supermarket and in a sweet, cooing voice say, “MY, what 
an ugly baby.” She was quick to cut anyone down using anything from their weight to the shape of their nose. While 
she could be vain and critical, I saw her only for her strength and independence, and I loved her fiercely. 
 One afternoon she asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up and I told her teacher, beaming with con-
fidence and waiting for praise. She looked at me appalled and said, “Darling, you are much too smart for that.” I felt 
my stomach drop to the floor with disappointment. I fumbled for another, better answer and said, “Um, Doctor?”
 “Much better,” she smiled, patting me reassuringly on the hand. That was it, the turning point. From then 
on I set my sights on that prestigious, white coat. When I told my parents this story years later, they were disap-
pointed, but not surprised. They knew my grandparents shared a dislike for teachers. My dad assumed it came from 
the discrimination they experienced in German schools as Jewish children. 
 Nevertheless, my grandmother’s harsh opinions pushed me towards something I may not have found oth-
erwise. I loved the formulaic nature of medicine: asses, diagnose, treat. It felt purposeful on a large scale. Just the 
thought of reaching the goal filled me with a premature sense of entitlement. My mom was a nurse at the Children’s 
Hospital and she harbored resentment for most doctors. She felt her hard work went unrecognized and her opin-
ions unheard. Among the doctors she liked, some expressed regret as to their career choice. They wished they had 
become Physician’s Assistants or Nurse Practitioners, really anything with less hours and insurance complications. 
She warned me of these situations, wanting me to explore all options in the medical field. At the time, I assumed 
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she didn’t want me to surpass her expertise, which only made me want to more. 
 My mom set up a day for me to shadow one of her favorite doctors, Dr. Chang. He worked as an orthopedic 
surgeon at the Children’s Hospital and specialized in making colorful, decorated casts that the kids loved. He was a 
staff favorite, famous for blasting The Grateful Dead in the operating room. 
 I probably tried ten outfits that morning, unable to find the perfect balance between casual and professional. 
I arrived early and when Dr. Chang walked in the room I gave him a firm hand-shake and looked him right in the 
eye, like my dad taught me. He sat down and I remained standing as he questioned me about my ambitions to be 
a doctor. I told him why I wanted to be one and where I planned on going to school. He listened to what I had to 
say, nodding his head. When I finished, he looked up at me and said, “I think it’s great that you want to be a doctor, 
but it’s hard work. I see a lot of women struggle with the career because they want to be home with their children. 
You may want to strongly consider something like nursing instead.” 
 I felt the floor drop from underneath my feet. His voice sounded far away as he continued, “…and Uni-
versity of Montana is not a great school so you’re going to have to get a 4.0 and even then it will be difficult.”  I 
managed to respond but spent the rest of the day in silence, feeling miles away from my body. I felt like a nuisance, 
like some clueless girl he had to drag around just because he owed her mom a favor. He played The Grateful Dead 
in the operating room and I found it the opposite of endearing. 
 I went to the first few pre-med meetings at the university and met with an advisor who reviewed my options 
with me. During the meetings they discussed other options, such as Physician’s Assistant and Nurse Practitioner. 
In these fields you have the ability to diagnose, prescribe medicine, and even assist in surgery but in most cases you 
do so under a doctor’s supervision. And by this they don’t always mean direct supervision. Your supervising doctor 
could be a phone call away, working in another town. However, the most significant difference is only two years of 
school, post-undergrad, and a regular, nine-to-five work schedule. 
 After learning more about the options, I spoke to several doctors and PA’s to see what they thought about 
their careers. A striking number of doctors warned me against medical school, saying in the end it wasn’t worth what 
they put in. Instead, they said PA was the way to go. The Physician’s Assistants I talked to expressed passion for their 
careers and most of them had no regrets. In the end, I changed directions, deciding not to put years and money into 
a career that was advised against. 
 Although I felt confident in my decision, for a while I was embarrassed to tell people, feeling like I fell right 
down the path both my mom and Dr. Chang expected me to.  It felt like a failure, like I was picking the easier path. 
I am still met with the occasional person who asks me, “Why not doctor?” Each time, I wonder if my decision came 
intrinsically or was influenced by a slew of outside voices saying NO. 
. . .
 After moving to Missoula, it only took about a year to feel completely influenced by the culture. I wanted 
to be a part of the Chaco-wearing, beer-loving, outdoor enthusiast community. The summer after freshman year, I 
took an EMT course through Aerie Backcountry Medicine. Through this organization, I met some of the most fear-
less women I have ever known. They backpacked, mountain-biked, rock-climbed and specialized in saving people’s 
lives. I wanted nothing more than to BE them.
 Later that year, I dated a guy who had a very Carpe Diem attitude towards life. I don’t subscribe to this 
notion, having always been the kind of person who lets the day seize me. But he swept me up in the romance of 
the idea and I ate up every word as if it was some new, revolutionary idea. Midway through the semester we had a 
Wednesday off in the middle of the week. The night before, between drags from a hand-rolled cigarette, he asked 
me, “Schuyler, what are you going to do to make this Wednesday different from any other Wednesday?” I felt too 
embarrassed to tell him I had no plans to leave my couch that next day. I spent the entire following day feeling guilty 
for staying inside and relaxing. 
 At the end of the year, feeling inspired by all these new people, I applied and was excepted to a rafting com-
pany in Colorado. I would live the entire summer out of my tent and learn to guide class three and four rapids on 
the Arkansas river and I couldn’t help but think, everyone is going to think I’m so cool. I would quickly learn that 
this should never be the basis behind any life-altering decision. 
 I spent one-week training at Echo Canyon before I threw in the towel. My first inkling of doubt came 
during paper-work day, when they explain how a girl died last year during training. We were asked to acknowledge 
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this as a possible, personal risk. The first few days passed smoothly as they introduced us to the different stretches 
of river. We rafted through the desert rivers, the snow-capped Sangre de Cristos towering in the distance and for a 
moment, I felt I had made the right decision. 
 On the third day, we left on a three-night rafting trip, packing with us our tents, clothes and everything we 
would need. The moment we left, it started to rain and did not stop for three days straight. Every night I changed in 
my tent from a wet suit into damp, cold clothes. We all laid our wetsuits out at night in hopes the rain would stop, 
but woke up every morning to change into a freshly rain-soaked suits. 
 On the final night of the trip we set up camp on a hill not visible from the fire-pit and cooking area. We 
couldn’t stake our tents in the rock-hard soil so we all piled rocks on top of the stakes, hoping they would hold. That 
night the wind and rain blew so fiercely that we ate dinner huddled under rain tarps in our rain jackets. After the 
sun set, we made our way back up to the campsite where I found my tent, rain-fly missing, completely flooded. My 
sleeping bag was almost completely filled with water. 
 I moved my half-sopping sleeping bag into a friend’s tent and spent the night curled up in the top of the 
sleeping bag, where the water hadn’t reached. I left my toothbrush and paste in my pocket from the night before 
and woke cold, wet and covered in toothpaste.  When I shared the story with my instructors the next day they said 
stuff like that was something to get used to. Conditions could be rough and you had to be able to withstand them. 
 When we got back from our trip, I packed up my stuff and head for home. I drove out the entrance onto 
the highway and felt a massive weight lift from my shoulders. The familiar feeling of relief flooded my body but 
with no hidden twinge of guilt.  I went on to spend what might have been the last, full summer with my sister. It’s 
still embarrassing to explain why I quit, but I never felt any regret. My passion to become a doctor and my decision 
to try raft guiding were carried out with the intention of gaining prestige or impressing other people. In this way, 
quitting doesn’t hold me back from things I could accomplish. Instead, it helps me see the difference.   
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Carve out the Heat 
 by Stacia Hill 
There are truths in uncertain voices.
Mercury rising in a glass thermometer, beading
on a dirty floor. Wring out drops of silver liquid
from old rags. Listen to the slip of bare feet
on wood board. Listen as they move
along time, in beat with whispered chants
 steam rising up
  slam the sodden towel on the counter
Look at their eyes. Ignore the wet plump orb inside,
focus on the year-creased flesh. There are moments
trapped between folds of skin. Lines radiating
from peaking pink membrane. 
Voices as blades. Rising shouts as they crush ice
with their boots. Slam it down.
Look at them stumble. Watch as they struggle
with their own bodies. Scrape skipping strokes—
winds rise. Hold them inside until they swell. 
Breathe air along with the smoke. It tastes
of dishwater. When they throw fragile things at walls
they will rewrite a history.
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Ryukin 
  by Stacia Hill
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Like Skipping Stones
 by Stacia Hill 
Pride Rock
 When I was very young we had an old gray and white couch, speckled with small tufts of pink, pastel yellow, 
and key-lime green. It had sections that reclined and portions where a footrest could be coaxed out beneath your 
legs with a sharp tug on a wooden handle. The cushions were worn thin and if I ran a little ways and leapt onto the 
couch my knees would sink into the thin padding and smack against metal pieces of the frame. The arms were wide 
and sturdy and I climbed on top of them and sat on my hands and knees, looking out over the expanse of the living 
room, pretending I was Simba from The Lion King—perched just at the edge of Pride Rock.
 A time came when my parents decided the couch needed to be replaced by a burnt-orange and cream pat-
terned sofa that had come from my grandparents’ basement. My parents hadn’t quite reached the divorce-stage at 
this point and apparently their decision to exile the couch had been reached in parental consensus, meaning they 
weren’t interested in hearing my opinion on the subject. I decided to refuse to ever get off the couch again, therefore 
making it impossible for anyone to physically remove it and me from the living room.
 Much of my short life had been lived on that couch, watching Blue’s Clues and Little Bear on PBS in the 
mornings before anyone else in the house was awake. I would drag my plush Blue dog out with me, climb up on the 
counter to reach a box of cereal, then spoon as much sugar as I thought was reasonable into my bowl of Cheerios. I 
was very responsible when I did all this—I wiped up any milk I spilled and put the old coffee canister full of sugar 
back into the cupboard when I was finished.
 When the couch was finally taken from me I’m certain I cried. I cried very easily as a child and developed 
strong bonds with any inanimate objects I had known for a long time. Even now I can remember the feel of the 
couch’s upholstery rubbing against my face, and the smoky-dirty smell of the back cushions. 
Baby Dolls with Private Parts
 After my parents’ divorce someone decided it was a good idea for me to start seeing a psychologist or a ther-
apist—I’m still not sure what she was exactly. I was eight years old and I felt simultaneously distrustful and intrigued 
by the strange women I spent two hours with every week. She was young and had dark hair bobbed at the shoulder. 
Most of what I remember is playing board games with her – not Monopoly or Candy Land, but strange games I knew 
had been made-up just for special use in therapy meetings. She would give me little toy people and animals to play 
with and ask me their names and whether I was happy or angry with them. I thought she was kind of weird—I 
didn’t really understand what she was getting at, and I probably answered most of her questions by saying, “I don’t 
know.”
 After we were finished with a board game she let me pick one or two little erasers out of a brown paper 
bag to keep as prizes. I would dump the bag out on the table and spend forever picking through the little dogs and 
butterflies before deciding which one specifically I wanted to keep. I never used those erasers. I just collected them 
over the weeks and kept them together in a little plastic box in my bedroom. 
 The therapist had one room we used for board games and another with a foam-covered floor and two-foot 
wide exercise balls and what I now realize was an actual punching bag hanging from the ceiling. One day I noticed 
25
some plastic crates stored up high with lots of huge baby dolls inside. The dolls weren’t the standard size and shape 
of manufactured Cabbage Patch Kids—they were all different sizes and ages. Some were infant babies and some 
older toddlers. They had all different skin tones and hair colors. My therapist took one down for me to examine. 
I looked her over and noticed her body was made from hard plastic instead of the normal fabric stuffed with little 
beads and polyester filling. I started to undo the Velcro of her pink dress before my therapist stopped me, “These 
dolls are special—under their clothes they have bodies just like real girls and boys.” 
 She helped me remove the little girl’s dress and showed me how the doll had private parts and a butt just 
like a real person.
 “Why?” I asked.  
 “That’s just how they are.”
 I didn’t understand and I suddenly didn’t want to talk about the dolls anymore. She put the doll away and 
I decided I wanted to play a different game of kicking around the big exercise balls. 
Nostril Worms
 When I was twelve my mom moved into a community rehabilitation house to help with her recovery from 
alcoholism (and other addictions I would later discover). During her stay in the Share House she made several 
friends who had long-lasting presences in our lives. One of those friends was named Danny and he had a very 
young daughter named Isabella. She had white-blond hair and visitation times with her father several days a week. 
My brother and I visited the Share House after school on Mondays and Wednesdays. We would play outside in the 
small yard with Isabella, showing her ladybugs we caught from the birch tree and rolling around in the grass. 
 Danny loved to make jokes and do outrageous stunts to make kids laugh. One of his favorite tricks was 
catching earthworms off sidewalks after rainfall and sucking them in through his nostrils. Then he would reach in 
through his open mouth and grab the worm that was dangling in his throat and pull it back out to show us. The 
worms were never harmed during the stunt—except for the few he decided to swallow whole once the basic maneu-
ver no longer shocked me.
 Danny left the Share House of his own accord not long after he had started living there. When my mom 
had been living in the house for long enough to earn the right to have free time on her own she started taking my 
brother and me to Danny’s dark apartment for visits. He owned two ball pythons he wouldn’t let me hold even 
though I was very much interested in touching them and not at all squeamish about snakes. He also made me my 
very own walking stick from a piece of driftwood that was naturally shaped like a child-sized cane. He sanded the 
wood down until it was a pale pine color and coated it with glossy varnish. I think my mom was happier with my 
gift than I ever was—it sat in the corner of her apartment untouched for years. 
Inside Churches
 When I was young I believed in God but I rarely went to any church and I had little understanding of re-
ligion. If you summed together all of the time I have ever spent inside of churches you would find the majority of 
those hours consisted of me lying on the floor in dark rooms as adults perched in folding chairs nearby and discussed 
their problems with alcohol. In summer the rooms were always too hot. It felt weird to sit in a dark room with hot 
air because I was accustomed to the idea that darkness—nighttime—was associated with coolness and relief from 
the summer sun. I would sit by a cracked basement window, beside stained electric fans that swept side to side in a 
slow rhythm. Sometimes I would try to gather enough light from the thin long windows to read a book by. Other 
times I would sit and listen to the hushed voices of the adults as they talked about their jobs and families and God. 
 My mom rarely spoke at all in AA meetings when my brother and I were present in the room. Instead she 
would listen to others and nod her head in silent support. After the meetings were over, people would gather out-
side the church and smoke cigarette after cigarette and talk for what felt like forever. I walked around outside and 
tried to catch the attention of my mom without getting too close and risking her introducing me to one of her AA 
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friends. They were usually very nice to me when I became sucked into their conversations, but I didn’t like talking 
to the men rocking from heel to heel and the women who would fuss over my name and hair. After the meetings 
were over the adults were usually in excellent moods, and I was usually bored enough to happily turn my attention 
toward homework. 
Pets My Mom Bought My Dad Against His Wishes
 When I was three years old my mom surprised my dad on Valentine’s Day with a puppy. I remember the 
little pile of curly white fur sat atop a ratty pink towel. My dad named him Reggie, and although he was furious 
with my mom for buying a dog without first asking, he was never the type of man who could resist a puppy and so 
we kept the dog.
 Reggie was a cock-a-poo, a cross between a cocker spaniel and a poodle, and he was thirty pounds of fluffy 
old-man crabbiness. He didn’t much care for me when I was very young but he adored my dad. When my parents 
got divorced five years later my dad moved into an apartment that wouldn’t allow dogs and Reggie had to go live 
with my grandparents in Kalispell. He stayed there for three years and by the time we moved into a new house and 
got him back to Missoula we only had two more years left with him.
 One Father’s Day when I was around ten or eleven I decided I wanted to buy my dad a pet bird as a gift. 
He had never given me any indication he was interested in owning a bird, but somehow I convinced my mom to 
spend her money on a cage and a baby cockatiel for his benefit. When my brother and I presented him with his gift 
he was surprised and seemed to me to be excited. A woman at the pet shop instructed us on how to feed the baby 
bird formula with a syringe. Twice a day we held the cockatiel named Boyd, and slowly squeezed the contents of a 
syringe through the side of his beak. 
 Over time Boyd began to act lethargic and mellow. I would let him sit on my chest as I watched TV and he 
would climb up and snuggle next to my earlobe. Then one day I came home to find Boyd perky and active in his 
cage. I reached in to pet him but he squawked at me and lunged towards my hand in an attempt to bite. He was 
like an entirely different bird. 
 Years later my father admitted that we had accidentally killed the first Boyd slowly via simultaneous suffo-
cation and starvation. When we had received instruction on how to properly feed the baby bird formula with the 
syringe we were told to feed the formula down the wrong side of his beak. As I understood it, one side of a bird’s 
beak led down into the esophagus and the other side opened down into the trachea. When we fed Boyd his formula 
we had directed the contents down his trachea and into his lungs rather than into his esophagus and stomach. After 
the first Boyd died my dad snuck out and purchased a similar looking cockatiel that was significantly less friendly 
than the first Boyd had been. The second Boyd lived several years until we woke one morning to find him dead on 
the bottom of his cage. 
My Mom’s Boyfriend with Terminal Brain Cancer
 Since giving birth to me at the age of twenty, my mom has gone very few years of her life without having 
a husband or boyfriend of some sort. Her most recent companion came in the form of a terminally ill man named 
Jerry with a tendency to get closer to me than I am generally comfortable with. He once told me a story of how he 
had gone into a rage and threatened to kill a woman who worked as a secretary in the VA house where he was pre-
viously living. “They kicked me out, can you believe that?” He spoke with an obvious lilt in his voice that suggested 
I should be just as outraged as he was. “They called the police to escort me out!” he exclaimed in apparent disbelief. 
 “Oh man,” I replied, not knowing what else to say.
  This past year my mom and Jerry celebrated New Years alongside my grandparents, aunt and uncle, my 
27
girlfriend Michelle, and myself. We all sat together in a hotel room and my mom and Jerry left frequently to smoke 
outside and sip alcohol from some hidden container I think they thought we didn’t know about. When it was time 
for them to leave, my uncle stood up to drive them back to their apartment and Jerry walked over to Michelle and 
me to say goodbye. He took Michelle’s hand in his own and she seemed uncomfortable with his touch but she al-
lowed him to bend down as if he were going to plant a kiss on the back of her hand like a knight bidding farewell 
to a royal lady. Instead, he darted out his tongue and licked the skin on the backside of her hand. She wrenched her 
arm back from his grasp.
 “Did you lick her?” My mom laughed and smacked Jerry on the backside of his head. 
 “He’s just joking around!” she attempted to assure us, still laughing. My uncle ushered them out the door 
of the hotel room. Michelle left to the bathroom to wash her hands. I felt like I was going to throw up. 
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Cheap Teacups 
  by Stacia Hill
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before fire
 by Stacia Hill 
Press palms to black earth, 
thrumming beat—life roused underhand.
Raise arms, hands opened to feet, and shoots
of tender pine snake from below. Young green
needles to crush between pebble teeth
of browsing deer. Plucked from soil, teeming
sprinkle of flaxseed beetles. Slick epidermis, 
emerge into a wind-whipped land. Call out to mountains. 
Plead. The sun is collapsing. Creeping children remember
night below the surface. Gasp in this space as needles 
collect underfoot. Browning fuel like little bird bones.
Snap them between fingertips. Bury feet in flakes
of snakeskin mica. Scatter like coned seeds.
    Dissolve into smoke.
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Jake
  by Madison Irwin
 Ilene and I were kindred spirits from the start. We had the kind of friendship where you have one conversa-
tion and the Tetris pieces just all seem to click together. She was the person I felt most comfortable around, and we 
always had the no-boundaries kind of relationship. She was the person I turned to when I wanted to do stupid shit, 
like at 14, stealing the hanging American flag from her neighbor’s house so we could take a selfie with it on 4th of 
July. The kind of ignorant shit you get out of your system as an adolescent and cringe about in the later years. She 
was always the one person who knew how to lift me up. Over the years we grew to have an unspoken language of 
our own. If we went out for coffee, she took charge and ordered my mocha with soy without needing to ask, and 
when there was a guy who was interrupting on friend time with his idle flirting, we automatically shifted into the 
“girlfriend” role. We were seamless.
 Jake interrupted that fluidity.
 Jake was always charming. In high school he was well liked, and often described as “laid-back” and “chill,” 
the kind of guy people tended to gravitate to. So when he and Ilene got together our senior year, I wasn’t surprised 
that she had fallen victim to his charms as well. I say “fallen victim,” because Ilene was his victim. He truly wooed 
her; nothing was ever too much when it came to expenses concerning Ilene. He brought her flowers to school, snuck 
her off to the beach between classes, played her songs on his guitar, and she ate the attention up. If there was one 
fatal flaw about Ilene it was that she gave herself freely and wholly to the boys that held her interest at that point in 
time. This quality only becoming a flaw because of him, because boys like Jake take advantage of girls like Ilene, and 
they ruin that sweetness, that unbridled joy for companionship.
 However, things progressively got worse. He would steal her phone and sift through her Facebook messages, 
texts, and call her multiple times throughout the day to “check in”. If she went out with friends, he would spend the 
whole night sending her angry text messages calling her a “whore” or a “slut,” accusing her of sleeping with some 
fictional guy at a party. However, the following day after one of his outbursts he would call her to apologize saying 
things like “baby, I’m so sorry,” or, “I was just really drunk; it won’t happen again,” and always ending the conver-
sation with an “I love you.”
 While I was away for college, Ilene would call me crying about another one of Jake’s incidents and I would 
always ask her the same question: “Why do you stay with him?” a question all observers of an abusive relationship 
ask its victims. Her response was always so simple: “I love him.” Its easy to ignore the red flags, to feign ignorance 
and convince yourself that his actions were only fits of jealousy; that couldn’t be what abuse looks like, right?
 Jake became the stoplight between our friendship. He set the pace, controlled when the light was green, 
when we could see one another, and speak freely like we did before he was a looming presence in the background. 
But other times the light was red, and I wouldn’t hear from Ilene for weeks at a time, not because he specifically 
warned her against it, but because he became such a conscious part of her decision making, and speaking to me 
would only allow the doubts to become a looming forefront. 
 When you think of abuse, you think of the big, tall, scary, roughneck guy constantly nailing his girlfriend 
for not putting dinner on the table in time, the kind of abuse that the media highlights in film. However, you don’t 
stop to consider the many forms that abuse takes shape in, that abuse is in language as well as in physicality. That 
abuse can manifest in the form of possession and entitlement. But those things are easy to ignore because they only 
do those things, act that way, because they love you. Or at least that’s what Ilene convinced herself to be the catalyst 
of his actions.
 One night during the summer before our sophomore year of college, Ilene and I decided to go to a party. 
Knowing Jake’s inevitable reaction she decided not to tell him about it, instead Ilene and I hatched a plan to fool 
him into believing that we were home having a ‘girls’ night.’ We bought candy we had no plans of eating, picked 
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out a couple of movies we weren’t going to watch, and took various pictures of us around the house in our pajamas, 
a halo of candy surrounding us on my bed, movie covers splattered throughout the different frames. We saved them 
with the plan to send them to Jake throughout various points of the night, a ploy to throw him off our true inten-
tions. 
 We were both terrifyingly ignorant. The process of our photo shoot had been fun, silly; we were constantly 
making jokes about why guys play so easily into the ‘stereotypical’ girl slumber party of pillow fights and boy talk. 
We didn’t stop to think, “Why are we doing this?” or “Do we really have to go to such lengths?” It all seemed so 
normal, like this is how all boyfriends react to their girlfriends going to a party without them.
 The party was fun at the start. Ilene and I fell back into our old routine of me maliciously teasing her about 
her stupid dolphin laugh, and her nudging me in response and telling me to stop being such a sarcastic bitch. It was 
like we hit play after a few months of being on pause. 
 Then came the phone call. Jake was hysterical. Someone at the party had taken a Snapchat of her and I play-
ing a game of beer pong and he had seen. He accused her of coming to the party so she could fuck around, accused 
her of cheating on him throughout the whole relationship, calling her a ‘slut’ and so on and so forth. I watched as 
the longer she talked on the phone with Jake, the more she drew in on herself, her arms crossed over her stomach, 
her body turned towards the corner of the room where she continued to talk to Jake for another twenty minutes. 
When she finally got off the phone with him, presumably hanging up on him after he demanded she give him the 
address of the party, she came back over to me and told me Jake was just drunk and being an asshole, that all would 
be worked out in the morning. 
 We only stayed for another half-hour before I suggested that we leave. Ilene didn’t protest. The party having 
been about 30 minutes away left us with an arrival time back at my house around 1:30 in the morning. As we were 
about to go through the side gate leading to the back door of my house, Jake jumped out from the bushes behind 
us. He had been parked outside my house waiting for us to get home for two hours. 
 We both just kind of froze. It was obvious he was drunk, as he stumbled up the pathway toward us, we both 
looked at each other, hoping that the other had the answers on how to combat the situation. He suddenly lunged 
forward and grabbed Ilene’s wrist, jerking her towards him before grabbing her phone out of her hand. He began 
taunting her with it, saying how he was going to tell her parents that she was at a party, tell them all about how she 
was fucking around with guys. When he ran back towards his car, she ran after him, and I after her. She was trying 
to talk to him while he was screaming in the middle of the street about how much of a slut she was and how he was 
going to show her parents the “true whore they had raised.” 
 There was a moment of silence when Ilene managed to calm him for a minute, holding his face between 
her hands as she whispered to him that she loved him. If someone were to have seen a snapshot of just that scene, 
of them caught up in one another in the middle of an abandoned street, one could argue romance. I suppose it was 
those small moments of clarity and affection that kept Ilene around for three years. Those small moments, however 
few and far between, I think, are a major reason that people such as Ilene stick around for so long. That maybe Jake, 
and any other abusive partner, has the ability to rewind back to that charming and adoring partner he was at the 
start. And they will wait around forever for it to happen. 
 Those moments of calm unfortunately, are never constant, and Jake fell back into his violent pattern. I 
watched as he shoved her hands out of his face, pushing her to the ground, and that romantic snapshot very quickly 
morphed into something darker. I put myself in the middle of them, and that sneer turned full force against me. He 
grabbed my arms and trying to move me out of the way, saying how I needed to stay out of it. And when I wouldn’t 
move, and threatened to call the cops if he didn’t leave, he stole my phone as well, chucking it further down the 
street. Still not budging, he got tall, pushing his chest out and got very close to my face. I don’t think it ever occurred 
to me that he was very capable of hitting me, the smallest move could have left me sprawled out on the ground next 
to Ilene. 
 I think what made me most angry with Ilene that night was that she kept gravitating to Jake. That we could 
have easily taken refuge in my house, left Jake outside where he would eventually leave on his own once we were 
taken out of the equation. But where Jake moved, Ilene followed, trying to get her phone back, trying to make an 
already awful situation better, dragging me right in the middle of it with her. Because how could she expect me to 
leave her with him, knowing that he would hurt her more if I left. But she made the decision for me, she got in the 
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car with him and they drove off. Leaving me to sit in the driveway of my house, my head in my hands only thinking, 
“How the hell am I going to explain to my parents the disappearance of Ilene in the morning?” 
 They came back 45 minutes later. Jake’s shouting drew me back outside after idly pacing in my room. I 
walked into a scene of Jake screaming about how Ilene was responsible for making him become physical, that she 
drove him to that point. Jake slammed his driver’s side door so hard the window shattered, littering Ilene’s lap with 
broken glass. He rounded the front of his car, threw open her door, grabbed her right arm and threw her out of the 
car onto the driveway. At that point I don’t think she was even a person in Jake’s mind. She became the equivalent 
of a rag doll, sprawled out on the driveway; she stayed down, and cowered in on herself. 
 There are no words to communicate the feeling you get when you watch as a person you love, a person 
who you have spent your life watching grow into themselves, grow into this confident and self-assured individual, 
someone you had always looked up to, only to watch that person shatter in seconds. I watched her as she drew in on 
herself, head bent towards the ground, crying at the feet of a monster. Because in that moment Jake was a monster, 
and I knew he had truly broken her this time. 
 Knowing there was no making this better, I ran inside my house, shaking my dad awake, bawling nonsen-
sical words about Jake hurting Ilene. He ran outside, my father, a large, top-heavy, burly man, bare-foot in his blue 
sweats, eyes suddenly alert despite the early morning wake up call. One glimpse of my father had Jake jumping into 
his car and taking off down the street. My dad walked into the middle of our street, barefoot on the tough asphalt, 
and stared down the empty expanse of road. He silently gravitated towards Ilene’s form huddled on our driveway, 
and cautiously knelt down, and gently lifted her onto her feet. Meeting them in the middle I grabbed her hand, and 
we walked her into the house. Setting her on my bed, I got out her pajamas, and while she was changing, I got her 
an ice pack for the bruises he had left on her arms, walking past my father in the living room making camp on the 
couch; he wanted to make sure Jake wouldn’t come back. I put Neosporin and a Band-Aid on the cuts on her knees 
from when he had pushed her to the ground, and proceeded to tuck her into my bed. 
 When I woke up in the morning Ilene wasn’t there; she had left before I’d woken up and had gone to go 
meet up with Jake to get her stuff back, her having made these plans after having stolen my phone to text him all 
night. She texted me later that day saying that Jake had apologized, that they had worked everything out. I didn’t 
respond to her message, and I continued to ignore the ones that followed for the rest of the summer. I couldn’t 
understand how she could let someone treat her that way. 
 We eventually made up before I left for college again a few weeks later, and Ilene did eventually get out of 
her relationship with Jake, but it took her a full year to do so. It took her hiding in a Jack in the Box bathroom from 
him after he became physical in the midst of another one of their fights to finally decide, “Enough was enough”. I 
had talked with her while she sat in the single stall bathroom in California, and I from my bedroom in Montana, 
as we both waited for the police to arrive to escort Jake away. That was the last she saw of Jake, and the last I heard 
of him. Jake has now become somewhat of a conversational taboo for us, we neatly tucked him away, and filed the 
experience under the ‘no discussion’ category. And that’s the end of it. 
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The Writer
  by Nicole Musci
 
 The annual family gathering.  Once a year, everyone travels from across the country to meet up in one place 
in order to perform some strange bonding ritual.  I have a big family; for some reason everyone seems interested in 
procreating numerous times.  It leads to these events being very loud and chaotic, especially if you factor in the fact 
that everybody likes to be in everyone else’s business.  If it wasn’t for my mother I would probably avoid the whole 
thing altogether.  What is it about mothers?  No matter how old you get, around your mother, you always manage 
to feel six years old.  It’s like this super power they have.  Even now, as a twenty-six year old man with the possibility 
of facial hair, my mother still treats me as if I just learned to tie my shoes.  
 For example, Jimmy King’s fourth grade birthday party.  It was a costume party because Jimmy was obsessed 
with Halloween and wanted the holiday to come twice that year.  I wanted to go as Superman or better yet, some-
thing cooler like the Joker.  What kid doesn’t want to be a super villain at one point in his life? This was my chance 
to finally make a claim on a position of status among the fourth grade boys.  I could be cool.
 The day of the party arrives and my mother enters the house with a Looney Clown’s Costumes bag.  I 
couldn’t wait to tear open the bag and get into my costume.  I heard my mother saying something, but my mind 
was focused on the bulging bag in front of me.  I tore open the tissue paper and froze.  Instead of a big “S” or face 
paints, the bag was filled with pink and fluffy.  Mother’s voice penetrated through the haze.
 “The costume selection in June is very limited.  They don’t get their new orders in until the end of August. 
But isn’t this cute.” My mother lifted the atrocity out of the bag. “They still had some of their Easter costumes.”
 My eyes crossed as they focused on the bunny tail.  Who knew that a ball of white fluff could be so threat-
ening.  My stomach dropped and my dreams of attaining status among Mrs. Taft’s fourth grade class vanished. 
Attending Jimmy’s party as a pink bunny would be social suicide.
 It’s okay, I thought.  I can make this work.  I knew what to do.  Zombie bunny.  Rolling around in the dirt, 
some ketchup, and I would be set.  Next thing I know, I’m standing on Jimmy’s front porch with a silver gift bag in 
my hands and a pristine bunny costume encasing my body.  My mother hadn’t let me out of her sight for a moment. 
She had thought I looked cute.  I was doomed.
 Shaking off the memory, I arrived at Camas Park, the annual location of the family reunion.  Supposedly, 
the family’s monarchs, my great-grandparents Stacey and Stan first consummated their love here, leading everyone 
else in the family to believe this was the ideal location for the gathering of their progeny.
 “Hey Peter Cottontail,” my cousin Jimmy grabbed me around the neck and started dragging me towards the 
rest of the group.  The same greeting I’d received since that fateful birthday party.  Jimmy had never been interested 
in originality.  He was 6’1”, buff, or had been.  He was forming a bit of a pouch due to age and a lack of decent 
eating habits.  Think a Big Mac washed down with a 20 ounce soda and a handful of cheese balls for desert.  In high 
school he’d been a jock, captain of the football team, one of the cool kids.  He’d gotten to host his party as the Flash 
and attained a high-ranking status that carried on into high school.  Meanwhile, I was a scrawny artist, who’d spent 
most of high school eating lunches in an abandoned stairwell.  Jimmy never let me forget that unfortunate birthday.
 “Look who decided to show up,” Jimmy said releasing me as we entered the covered patio and were absorbed 
into the mass of relatives.
 I straightened, rubbing my neck.  The sight was similar to last year’s reunion.  Red-white checkered plastic 
tablecloths covered the rusted, wooden picnic tables.  Your potato salad, pasta salad, actual salad and bags of chips 
flourished in plastic containers and ceramic bowls in excess amount, hamburgers and hot dogs were on the grill, 
and various coolers full of sodas and beer littered the concrete.   Children ran around screaming because unlike 
myself they seemed to enjoy being here.  I looked through the approximately forty other adults to find my mother. 
I figured if I made my presence known to her it would be easier to make an early escape.
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 I finally spotted her in the midst of a throng of my aunts and uncles.  She was waving her arms excitedly as if 
that made whatever story she was telling that much more real.  Afraid to get caught up in the whole mess, I decided 
to hang back and observe from afar.  Unlike my mother, I preferred to be in the background rather than the center 
of attention.  
 Uncle Ernie and Marvin were a part of Mom’s circle, but their attention was solely focused on their game 
of cards.  Uncle Marvin was a recovering gambling addict, supposedly.  But every year he sat and the cards would 
come out.  He would say that cards and gambling were different things.  But you wouldn’t think it, the way his eyes 
would light up.  And then there was Aunt Ruth.  As far as I knew she didn’t do much.  She was my mother’s eldest 
sister, but at times she seemed older than my great-grandparents put together.  She had a habit of sitting down and 
gradually falling asleep no matter where she was.  Over the past few years all of my little cousins would play a game 
that involved poking Ruth with a stick when she was about to fall asleep.  At least until my Uncle Rudy caught 
them at it and made sure they feared his wooden cane more than God himself.  I wouldn’t be surprised if even God 
himself feared Uncle Rudy’s cane.
 And then there was Aunt Annie Mae.  Aunt Annie Mae was probably the only sibling of my mother’s actu-
ally listening to her.  But she was typical Type A.  It always seemed like she had eyes in the back of her head, an extra 
set of ears, and a nose more powerful than any canine.  If she had wanted, I had no doubt she could have played 
Marvin in cards, kept the stick-pokers away from Aunt Ruth, and manage to listen to my mother while continuing 
to glare at me with disapproval.  Emphasis on the latter. 
 I’m pretty sure she still held a grudge against me for crushing her daffodils while throwing fists with Jackson 
Romero.  The resident smart-ass of our fourth grade class, Jackson had to make a comment about everything to 
everybody.  Seeing me in that bunny costume probably made him feel as if he’d landed the jackpot.  By the time the 
adults were able to pull us apart, Aunt Annie Mae’s daffodils were in tatters, Jackson had a bloody nose and I was 
covered in blood and dirt.  I guess I had pulled off the zombie bunny after all.
 Aunt Annie Mae had never quite forgiven me for crushing those flowers, although to be fair that had been 
the beginning of numerous other offenses.  I like to think that much of my problems as a child were due to standard 
adolescent awkwardness.  The older I got the more I began to notice that Aunt Annie Mae’s house had seemed to 
become wrapped in bubble wrap every time my family was supposed to visit.  Vases would be moved to higher and 
higher shelves.  The expensive dishware would be put away for the holidays.  Yet, despite her precautions, Jimmy 
and I would usually manage to terrorize something expensive or sentimentally important before being told to go 
outside. 
 Then there was the time that I dyed Jimmy’s hair blue.  I’m pretty sure I still get the blame for that, although 
at the time it had been Jimmy’s idea.  I was just the one who got caught with the brush in my hand, as if that meant 
it was all my fault.  My mother laughed it off.  She was of the impression that the blue matched Jimmy’s eyes, and 
that we could have picked a worse color.  Aunt Annie Mae did not think she was funny.  So, I got grounded and 
Jimmy was the talk of the school for the next two weeks until the dye washed out.  He still says that his school photo 
that year was his favorite. 
 My mother wasn’t going to end her story anytime soon.  Her gestures hadn’t reached what I termed max-
imum flailing, which basically meant she was nowhere near the climax.  Resigning myself to a prolonged stay, I 
searched for some form of sustenance, which I found in a can of Bud Light, Jimmy’s contribution this year.  Scan-
ning the area I found home base, the least dirty picnic table on the edge of the patio.  Technically close enough to 
be considered involved, but far enough on the outskirts to avoid serious contact.
 It was only a few swallows of beer later that I realized someone was joining me at my table.  I took a glance 
out of the corner of my eye hoping it wasn’t Jill, my nineteen-year-old cousin’s thirty-something, bleach blond, fake 
tan, and make-up plastered girlfriend.  Apparently her sexual appetite was insatiable.  Or at least that’s what she told 
me last year as she tried to cop a feel by the dumpsters.  The horror of the near miss overwhelming my thoughts, I 
was grateful that in my quick glance I caught the sight of brown hair.  Another look assured me.  The woman to my 
left was a brunette, and much prettier.
 Without a word, she sat down next to me on the cracked wooden bench and placed a notebook and pen in 
front of her.  I watched as she flipped open the top cover of the notebook, uncapped the pen, and paused.  There 
was a slight shake of the pen as it hovered over the page.
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 “Who’re you?”  I asked.
 The pen moved from its position and stretched across the notebook.  Its tip still hung over the page, but now 
it was still.  The woman put out her hand and a huge grin plastered her face as she stared unabashedly at me.
 “My name is Laura Delaney, and you are?”
 “Matt.  Matt Jericho.”
 “Nice to meet you, Matt.”  We shook hands and I tried to figure out which part of this crazy family she got 
dragged along with.  Before I had a chance to form a guess, Laura picked up her pen and once again held it aloft 
over the paper in front of her.  She just sat there. Still.  Her eyes stared straight ahead over the loud, jumbling mess 
of my family.
 “What are you doing?”  
 She turned to look at me.  A patient smile was on her face, the type of smile you gave a child when they 
asked why the sky is blue or where the sun goes at night.
 “Looking for inspiration,”  she told me.  She turned away and seemed to become completely absorbed in 
the melee in front of her.  I felt cheated.  She’d answered my question, but I still felt as clueless as ever.  
 Irritated at my lack of understanding and determined to ignore my curiosity I turned back around and lo-
cated my mother.  She had reached the climax of her story, which was apparent as she almost took off Uncle Ernie’s 
fedora with a swing of her arm.  My mother was the youngest of my aunts and uncles and had always been a family 
favorite.  Aunt Annie Mae always said it was a pity I hadn’t received more of my mother’s charm.  According to her 
I was too much like my father, a lone wolf.  While he was alive my father spent most of his time in his homemade 
studio recording his own compositions.  Aunt Annie Mae was convinced this was why my parents’ were having 
problems near the end of my father’s life.  I’d always thought it was the chemo.
 After my father had passed, my mother had spent almost an entire two weeks in his studio, listening to his 
recordings.  The rest of the family had been concerned.
 My father had composed songs for almost every major event since they had met.  Before he became too 
weak to work, he had compiled all of these songs onto one CD and left it with a note for my mother in the studio. 
Throughout those two weeks the soundtrack of our house was those songs.  I knew some of them better than others. 
The song he created for their wedding was a favorite and was played every year on their anniversary.  The song for 
when I was born was always played on my birthday without fail despite my begging them not to when I grew to 
the age where being embarrassed by my parents was a daily occurrence.  Others were new to me.  Some were hap-
py, others sad.  They were my father’s way of communicating.  Finally, I remember coming home late one night to 
silence.  My mother had closed the door to the studio and hadn’t entered since.
 I couldn’t ignore my curiosity.  Everything else seemed consistent with last year, except for the woman next 
to me.
 “Who did you come with?”  I asked.  Specificity, that’s what I needed.  Specific questions should get me 
specific answers.
 “What do you mean?”
 I thought I’d been clear. I couldn’t figure out any way my question could be misinterpreted.
 “I mean who do you know here?”
 “You.”
 “But you just met me.”
 “Yes.”
 Now it was my turn to stare.  My confusion must have shown on my face because the woman sighed and 
put down her pen again.
 “I don’t know anyone else here.  I am here to observe and be inspired.  I’m a writer, and a writer without 
inspiration doesn’t write, and a writer who doesn’t write gets really annoying voicemails from her publisher about 
the importance of deadlines.”
 What she had said began to sink in, but full understanding still eluded me.
 “Let me get this straight.  You are here to watch my family’s reunion, a family you know nothing about, in 
order to find something to write about?”
 “People are fascinating,”  she said.  
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 I wasn’t sure I agreed.  At least not the people I knew. “Do you do this a lot then?”
 “Quite often.”
 “Don’t you find that odd?”
 “Maybe, but we’re all a little bit odd, don’t you think?”
 I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I didn’t.  Here I was, like every year, bracing myself against the 
chaos of my family, and instead I get roped into a conversation with a complete stranger.  An odd one nonetheless, 
who seemed to be more comfortable surrounded by my family than I did.
 “What do you do for a living?”  Laura asked, ignoring my lack of response to her previous question.
 “I’m a costume designer at the Black Tie Theatre.”
 “Then maybe you can understand.  You change people into characters through makeup and costumes.  I do 
the same thing, but with paper and pen.”
 I didn’t understand.  Not really.  These were my family, not some actors playing a role.
 “Imagine,” she told me, “the man with the cane.”  She pointed to Uncle Rudy.  He was still hovering in the 
periphery of the group surrounding my mother, but he was staring out at the youngest generation of the family.
 “Why is he standing when there is an empty bench right beside him?  Why does he have the cane in the first 
place?  Why is he looking at the children rather than the adults?”  As she rattled off these questions, I just sat there 
not sure what she was getting at.
 “My guess is he was military.  Not hard to tell by the way he holds himself.  I bet he got that cane after being 
injured.  He doesn’t sit because standing despite his aches and pains makes him feel strong.  And finally, most im-
portantly he watches the children because of all the horror he say during the war.  They are something good.”  She 
paused, and turned away from Uncle Rudy and looked at me.  “Was I right?”
 She wasn’t wrong, but I didn’t think she was right either.  The more truthful answer would be that I didn’t 
know.  Uncle Rudy didn’t like to talk about his experiences during the war.  He barely talked at all.  The cane was 
used because of an old war injury, but his reasons for always standing were as foreign to me as the thoughts running 
through his head.  As for the direction of his gaze, I could only guess.  It could be for the reason Laura said, or maybe 
for something completely different.
 My mother might know.  One night when I was twelve, Uncle Rudy showed up at our house drunk.  My 
mother had run to answer the door, her hair a mess and her fuzzy purple robe hastily thrown over her shoulders. 
I was supposed to have been fast asleep like my father snoring in the other room, but a flashlight and a few comic 
books meant I was awake enough to want to know what was going on.  I crept out of my room and peered through 
the stairs into our living room.  My mother had set Uncle Rudy down on the couch while she went into the kitchen 
to get a glass of water and start the coffee machine.
 I didn’t know what to make of the scene before me.  I had always seen my Uncle Rudy as the tough guy. 
He didn’t take shit from anybody, and if you gave him any you would learn that fact real fast.  Yet here he was with 
bloodshot eyes, barely able to hold up his head.  My mother came back into the room and I shrunk back into the 
shadows.  I had a feeling this was something I wasn’t supposed to be a part of, and I didn’t want to get caught.
 “What happened, Rudy?” 
 He mumbled something I couldn’t make out and put his face in his hands.  When he removed them I could 
see the tears.  
 “Do you have the letter with you?”  
 Uncle Rudy pulled a wrinkled piece of paper out of his jacket pocket and gave it to her.  I didn’t know what 
it said, but it was enough to make my mother go silent for a long while.
 “Is he yours?”  The words broke the silence like a crack of a whip.  I hadn’t known my mother’s voice could 
sound like that.
 “He has my eyes, Brenda.”
 “He has blue eyes.  You weren’t the only soldier in that war with blue eyes.”
 “Does it matter?”
 My mother didn’t say anything.  Instead she sat down beside him on the couch and held his hand.  I don’t 
know how long they sat there, but they hadn’t moved or spoken before I became tired enough to crawl back to bed. 
It was years before I had begun to understand what those words might have meant.
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 Laura poked me with her pen, jolting me back to the present.
 “So, was I right?”
 “Sort of, but not completely.  You barely scratched the surface.  How can you justify writing about some-
thing or somebody when you barely know anything about them?”
 “But I’m not writing about the man with the cane.  I’m writing about the possibility he represents.  A 
character can be a slice of human existence.  A possibility that exists in this person or some other person, in this 
dimension or another one entirely.”
 “You’re crazy.”
 Laura just laughed at me and turned back to her notebook ad started scribbling.  I looked back towards 
my mother’s group to see if she was done.  She was.  The remnants of her storytelling were evident throughout 
the group.  My mother was collapsed on the bench beside Aunt Ruth, sharing a smile as they both recovered from 
laughter.  Uncle Ernie and Marvin had forgotten about their game and the breeze threatened to scatter their cards 
as they joked with Uncle Rudy.  Even Aunt Annie Mae seemed to forget about the storm clouds appearing or her 
grandkids getting covered with dirt.  She seemed only focused on the small circle around her.
 I turned back to Laura,.  The space next to me was empty, except for a piece of paper stuck in a crack of the 
wood.  I opened up the piece of paper to find the words, “Inspiration: a costume designer with a lovely family and 
a stubborn chin. P.S. It’s going to rain” scrawled out in slanted handwriting.  I was still staring at the piece of paper 
when my mother’s voice rang out in front of me.
 “I hope that’s her number.”
 I looked up into my mother’s face.  Without realizing it, all of my aunts and uncles had separated and had 
begun to clean up the patio.
 “What?”
 “The pretty woman you were sitting with.  I hope you got her number.  She seemed nice and you know I 
want grandchildren.”
 “Yes, Mother, I know.”
 “Besides, if you aren’t careful that bimbo, Jill, is going to come sniffing around again, and I expect better of 
you.”
 “Yes, Mother.”
 “Now, get up and help clean up before this storm hits.” 
 My mother turned and went to help the rest of the group.  I stood up and looked around.  Laura was no-
where in sight.  I walked over to the rest of the group, not sure if I was glad or not that the storm had cut the reunion 
short.  I tucked the piece of paper into my back pocket, making a mental note to keep an eye out for any stories 
about a costume designer with a stubborn chin.
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Take me Back to Those Olden Days
  by Nicole Musci
44
Into the Dark 
  by Nicole Musci
45
Rememberance
  by Nicole Musci
46
Respect
  by Nicole Musci 
47
Tradition 
  by Nicole Musci
48
Steps
  by Hunter Raab
Little steps from A to B
five minutes at the most, 
at least I hope. 
Oh, but I forgot the weight 
The pace
The value of things 
Expectations
Consequences & details.
Air echoes like a mirror,
in air there’s fog
& in fog I get lost.  
In stillness kept
In silence at ease 
and in the cold
Quiet. 
The air bites & its fangs stab;   
the beauty in its teeth captivate and I 
stare, gratefully frozen.
Bigger steps from B to C
an hour or so, at least 
I hope
I’ve learned, 
But I forgot the weight 
The speed
The sound 
The distractions & the air around me
 
Birds quietly fly, trees sit still, grass quivers,
the air asserts its dominance 
& people drive by.  
The sunshine bakes me like a raisin
and I’m fine with shrinking.  
The steps from C to D are bigger, 
at least I think.   
I do not know, in truth, for I have yet to start. 
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Dear Sarah, 
  by Hunter Raab
 My memories came back slowly, but back nonetheless.  I don’t remember how I got here, how old I am, 
or if I have any purpose here, but I remember as a kid I hated going to church, and once I became independent I 
never returned.  It was boring, nothing against religion or my parents but it simply wasn’t for me.  Now, however, I 
wonder if I shouldn’t have gone more.   
 I found myself in a relatively small apartment building that wasn’t my own looking for food as if I’d lived 
there my whole life.  The refrigerator was half empty, cookies on a plate laid on the counter and the sink was stacked 
full of dishes.  I was alone, just minding my own business when all of a sudden I remembered a face.  The face of 
a girl, a young girl, maybe fifteen.  She was blonde and looked familiar, I couldn’t quite put my finger on who she 
was, but I knew I knew her.  It was like I was experiencing half-assed déjà vu.  Eventually I remembered that she 
was my sister, and that because of our age difference we were never very close—although that being said I was never 
very close to anyone in my family.  
 “Do you need help finding anything sir?” 
 “Oh. No thanks, I’m just looking around thanks.” She walks away and I put the coat back on the rack.   
 I still don’t know if I have all my memories back, it’s only been a few weeks since I first remembered her. 
Actually, I know I don’t remember everything because what is real here is often entirely gone in my memories.  For 
instance, I can walk out in the street here and watch the cars drive by the colorful business buildings, but I can’t 
remember what color the fence was at my old home.  Or if I even had one.   
 I went looking for her the moment I remembered, despite not even knowing her name.  I had this weird 
belief that despite me not knowing her, she would know me.  Or that if once I saw her all would be okay again and 
I would remember everything.  But no, she’s not anywhere near me, nor do I want her to be.  
 I find myself praying from time to time now.  Still not entirely convinced that God is real, but that doesn’t 
say much.  I’m hardly ever convinced of anything.  Most of the time it is at night when I can’t sleep, sometimes when 
I find myself in a pinch, but there have only been a few times where it felt genuine.  Genuine in the sense that I felt 
as if he was listening.  Some people here believe in multiple Gods, which I could see, but I don’t know.  If the belief 
that one man has the power to create the universe is insane to me, then I find it only fair that the belief of multiple 
is more so.  But, like I said, you can never say for certain.  
 My boss yelled at me a couple weeks ago for skipping work, but I told him I didn’t know what he was talking 
about.  He told me to get my ass in there this minute or I was fired.  I learned right then and there that not only 
did I have a job, but a life here as well.  I started to doubt myself at this point, but I had spent the last couple days 
walking the busy streets by myself, getting lost, not knowing what’s edible and what’s not, sleeping at odd hours, and 
not smiling or laughing enough to listen to him when he spoke.  He hung up the phone and I put, what I thought 
was a key chain at the time, back in my pocket before realizing I didn’t know where I worked.
. . .
 The memories came back faster and faster with each passing day and I found myself more and more com-
fortable in this strange world with each passing moment.  I no longer thought of them as dreams, or hallucinations, 
but of my past life.  They were too personal, too…genuine for lack of a better word, to be fake.  All my co-workers 
thought I was insane, they tried to take care of me, calm me down when I didn’t need calming.  Signed me up for 
counseling without my permission.  I went to the meetings to give them a fair chance, but it didn’t help.  The lady 
just recycled clichés and things I already knew, it felt repetitive so I stopped going.  I learned that my co-workers 
cared about me, and from that I judged I had been here a while.  That this was, at least at some point, my home too. 
 I remembered that when I was nineteen I got in a car accident, and I remembered this one time a girl my 
friend’s friend knew got stabbed by a stranger forty-seven times one night.  Weird things like that kept popping into 
my head, like how the video camera was essentially made because of two rich people’s stupidity.  But it didn’t feel 
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that weird.  The world here feels just as random and scary sometimes.  
 I then found out that I have a roommate, who, aside from being a great conversationalist, is essentially 
worthless.  He locked himself out and I found him waiting by the door when I got home from the office.  Not sure 
how I got such a nice white collar job, or even how I still know how to transfer data from server A to server B, use 
Garret’s—the equivalence of which would be Java or C++, if memory serves me correctly—and know the binary 
codes for each piece of technology here.  But I do.  Which is weird.  Extremely weird and impersonal if you think 
about it, but like I said.  This world can be random sometimes.  I don’t know what my roommate does, but from 
the amount of luggage he had it looks like he travels a lot.  
 One of the stronger memories that came back to me was my family and I eating brownies at the breakfast 
table on a cruise ship.  Judging from the size of the house I grew up in, and the lack of similar memories, I don’t 
think we were wealthy per-say.  But definitely well off.  I was in a white shirt and swimming shorts, my mother in a 
tank top and jeans, my sister in a pink dress, and my father shirtless.  They had a buffet at the far end of the room, 
and occasionally a waiter would come ask you if you’d like anything special.  We all declined his offer and, once the 
line died down, filled our plates with bacon, brownies, hash browns and berries.  I went in the wave pool soon after, 
but the rest of my family was boring.  I think being shirtless at late breakfast was fairly normal, but I can’t remember. 
I don’t remember much about the other people, only those who I knew well.   
. . .
 One thing I can’t remember is if I have any friends here.  You would think that they would have contacted 
me by now, but I haven’t booted up my computer in a long time and not sure how often I hung out with them.  If, 
in fact they are real.  In college, I would spend a lot of time on my desktop playing video games, modifying them, 
messing around with Photoshop, reading the news and theory crafting a lot.  I remember that I had a lot of friends 
online that I talked to, some who lived in Canada or the U.K. while others lived just a few hundred miles away. 
But for the most part I tried my best to hang out with real, tangible friends.  I would get drunk with a few of them, 
go to random tango nights, play soccer and Frisbee with them, but from what I remember I was never that close to 
any of them.  Well, that might not be entirely true.  There are too many gaps in my memory during that time to say 
anything concretely.  But I do find it weird that I tried that hard in college to get real friends only to not have any 
here.  
 It’s been a while since I did anything but work and eat.  The streets aren’t as hard to navigate as I thought, 
in fact it’s kind of fun.  This planet is much bigger than Earth, I can say that for sure.  I can see some other planets 
in the night sky, a bright pink one almost close enough to show detail.  A blue one in the far distance.  And many, 
many stars presented on the comforting black canvas; I have no idea how the light pollution doesn’t block them out, 
like it does on Earth.  I don’t remember much about the feeling of the night time there, but if it is anything like this 
than I know I must have spent a lot of time in it.  The water underneath the bridge rages, faster than any river on 
Earth I’d presume.  The sidewalk is narrow but the bridge is long and wide, connecting this island to the next.  This 
whole planet is built like that, just a lot of islands connected with bridges above raging waters.  I think at some parts 
the water is smooth, but for the most part you’ll always hear the sound of water crashing into itself at high speeds. 
 This may sound cheesy, but right now I’m fine with being alone.  All I need right now is nature.  That will 
probably change with time, but I’ve been given a new chance and I should find who I am alone before I let anyone 
into my life.  
. . .
 I haven’t showered in a week.  Probably smell pretty bad, but hopefully I’m wearing enough deodorant to 
make up for it—that’s how that works right?  My body feels stiff yet weak, and I don’t know why but I want my 
roommate to come home from wherever he is.  I need to talk to him more.  He probably does something cool for a 
living.  He bought this couch, I think, and it’s pretty comfy.  So, that’s cool.  
 I took the week off of work, told my boss I’d work from home.  He said that’s fine as long as I do my work. 
He still thinks I’m insane.  Maybe he’s right, he seems to know what he’s doing.  Obviously, he knows more than 
me, otherwise he wouldn’t be the boss.  The thing I respect about him the most, even though he is type A++ and a 
hard ass, is that he’s grounded.  He knows what he is doing, he knows what needs to be done and how to do it, and 
does it.  For him it’s simple.  It’s just the way he is.  I’m not that way.  I haven’t even done any of the work I promised 
him I’d do.  Lost in my head too much. 
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 The memories have been coming back slower, but more vividly.  Sometimes it’s only one memory a week, 
and I don’t know if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.  Have I lived here longer than I lived there?  Why can’t I re-
member anything about how I got here, or my closer past?  The worlds a strange place, and my brain is the perfect 
embodiment of it.  
 There is a radio tower on the next island over that provides something crazy like ninety percent of this 
world’s broadcasting.  It is massive, and in fact pokes out of the atmosphere a little bit.  Just truly incredible, but the 
problem is it’s owned by a bunch of dumbasses.  They let anyone graffiti anything they want, anytime they want, on 
it.  In fact the recommend it.  “To boost creativity, like how our services boost your life,” they say.  You know what 
it looks like now?  A few drawings of pretty ladies in the wind, a couple quotes, and a whole lot of terribly drawn 
male genitalia.  Yup.  People find it funny.  It has the potential to be the most beautiful expression of our psyche 
anyone has ever seen, but instead it represents immaturity on a mass level.  
. . .
 I got fired.  Turns out he was serious.  Not that I didn’t doubt him, I, uh, more so forgot about it.  That’s 
okay though, everyone there thought I was insane.  I mean, I might be a little, but who isn’t, you know?  They sit 
in chairs and stare at bright screens for sometimes more than two thirds of the day!  For more than two thirds of 
the week!  If you think I’m going to miss that then you clearly don’t know me.  It’s just awful the way they treat you 
there.  If you ask me I’m glad I got fired.  Now I get more money, I think.  That might just be an Earth thing.  Ah, 
who cares.  
 These past few days have showed me something.  Sometimes it’s not about what you remember, but what 
you don’t notice.  You spend all this time trying to remember your past, as if it’s a map to your future, but don’t 
notice where you are.  It’s a cliché, but it’s true.  You know, when clichés become true often times you don’t notice 
they’re a cliché.  Just thought I’d throw that out there.  I was so busy trying to remember Earth that I didn’t realize 
it might be still be in front of me.  There is still money here, rent, roommates.  Still suffering and happiness, what 
does it matter what chunk of land I live on?  It doesn’t.  Does it?  
. . .
 So, at this point it’s only a memory or so every month.  I’ve found another job waiting tables.  I figured that 
it’s best if I stay busy and try something new.  I hear it affects the brain in beneficial ways, which is pretty cool.  
 I remembered my old girlfriend, Sarah.  We dated for three years before she broke up with me.  Told me 
that I’ve changed, and that so has she.  “Totally fine” she said, which it might have been, not sure how I reacted. 
We dated for three years, everything was more or less fine, I remember thinking that maybe something was off but 
it didn’t feel drastic so I let it slide.  She didn’t talk to me for two days, then all of a sudden showed up at my door 
and we break up.  Simple as that.  Funny how quickly it can end. 
 There was this one time, during the first few months of dating, where she was into photography—never any 
good at it, truth be told—and we saw a baby bison driving through Yellowstone so she tried to take a picture while 
we were driving, it didn’t turn out good.  The bison was about to leave our field of vision too, so she made me drive 
backwards back to them to save time.  The photo didn’t turn out any better, but you know that’s what she was like. 
Desperate for weird things, over exaggerating the little things, and always wanting something.  
 I feel weird for even saying this, like I knew her at all.  I’m sure more memories will only come of us, so I 
don’t want to pretend like I know everything about her, but this I do know.  I know it as well as I know this world. 
Sometimes I wonder why I’m the only one to remember these sorts of things.  I mean, you sleep in the same bed 
with someone for three years and their bound to have an impact on you, one would think.  I’m sure I’m not the 
only one to have relationships with other people, although now that I think about it I might be the only one from 
Earth…
 It might be an evolutionary advantage to forget the past.  Keeps you from doing any self-harm, keeps you 
focused—what doesn’t it do?  Or better yet, what does it do?  What does remembering Sarah do for me?  It’s like 
I’m living two lives.  One being pointless and carrying more attachment, and the other beautiful but banal.  It’s like 
I’m forced to be alone.  
 Although I’m not alone, I’ve gotten closer to Zander.  Turns out he’s a journalist, a good one too!  I’ve read 
some of his work, and he does an excellent job making it even.  Not Bias, I mean.  But also making us not biased, 
you know?  It’s easy to judge shit, especially if you don’t know it.  People used to judge me for preferring the indoors 
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to the outdoors, and when I told them what a PWM (pulse width modulation) was they thought I was too much 
of a nerd for my own good.  
. . .
 I wasn’t very committed to the relationship at first, or at least didn’t act like it.  She was special, I could tell, 
and I loved spending time with her and all, but for some reason I never reached out to her.  She would always text 
me first, asking me to dinner, or if I’m busy tonight.  She knew nine times out of ten I wasn’t, but at first she was 
timid like that.  I think she thought she had to tread carefully around me or something.  It wasn’t like that, I just 
didn’t have the courage to ask first.  For the same reason she tread carefully around me, I didn’t even text her.  This 
lasted for surprisingly long, until it was more or less clear that if one wore the pants in our relationship it was her.  
 There was this one time I tried to teach her how to play Counter Strike until she gave up and wanted to leave 
because she had a headache, but I knew she wasn’t feeling good for a different reason so I took her night hiking.  She 
persisted that she didn’t need to, that she was fine, just a headache, but she never gave a real “no.”  It was me who 
did most of the talking that night.  I hadn’t realized until then that most of the conversations were not only started 
because of her, but continued as well.  
 With my other memories, especially when it involves people, it normally comes in a random order.  Some-
times I remember that when I was five my mom made me a Kit-Kat themed cake, and at another time I remembered 
that when I was twenty-one my mom made me come home for a weekend when I was two states away for our dog’s 
birthday party—an event that had never happened before.  But with Sarah they have all so far been chronological. 
 She was a weird one, definitely not like any of the other girls I’d met or even dated.  One moment she would 
want me to go pick some flowers with her, travel to Europe spontaneously, cook a four course meal under candle-
light on a random Tuesday night, choke her till she turns purple during sex then often switching roles with me, leave 
the upstairs lamp on at night in case someone might think to rob us, talk about how much she loved her horse as a 
kid when she never owned one, and the next she would be gone for a day or two, text me essays on how much she 
loves me, spend $1000 dollars on camera equipment with no prior knowledge or experience, and take longer than 
necessary in the bathroom stall while ice skating.  But God be damned if I didn’t love her.  We would sometimes 
sneak out at night, not trying to wake the other person up, only to run into each other in the parking lot and smoke 
cigarettes.  Her favorite car was always the Blue Skyline R34 that parked in spot #5, while my favorite was the silver 
Honda S2000 in spot #23.  I often rolled my own cigs; she bought hers, despite rolling them better than me.  
 Other times we would go out canoeing out on Mirror Lake, sometimes fishing but we both hated tying 
the knots and hooks.  Despite us both coming from decently wealthy parents, we were decently poor.  Not poor 
enough to worry about rent, but poor enough to trade a date at the movie theater to illegally downloading one off 
the internet.  We downloaded them in case we liked them, and because she always said, “You never know when it 
will be taken down.”  I always preferred the term ‘if,’ but that’s only because I knew the internet better than she did. 
Any movie that gets taken down from a website will: 1) soon be replaced by another website, if not already done, 
and 2) only become harder to find. Things very rarely truly disappear.  
 She knew wrestling like how I knew “weeb” stuff.  That was her hobby, and she was pretty great at it.  She 
was tall enough to have that natural reach over most, but short enough for it to still be hard.  I judged her at first for 
it, just because I always thought it was more of a male sport.  I didn’t mean anything by it, or at least I didn’t think 
I did, but she took offense to that.  Everyone judges scenes when they don’t know them, it’s our way of filling the 
gaps in knowledge we have, and I thought I was above that.  But she put me in an easy Tie Up, told me to apologize, 
and then taught me how easy it was to get out of and even reverse it.  I apologized again for thinking it was weird 
that she could be both beautiful and a wrestler, and she told me that a lot of wrestling is mental.  
. . .
 For our year and a half anniversary she told me to propose soon.  We had recently graduated college and a 
lot of her friends were getting married, some even had kids but those were the ones that only posted on social media 
when they were happy.  She didn’t want to be like them, and neither did I.  “It won’t be like that, it is different now.” 
 “How?” I asked her.  How was it not too soon for kids and marriage?  We’d end up unhappy and controlled 
by our circumstances. 
 “It just won’t.” She promised, looking straight into my eyes, then at the white table clothed dinner table.  
 I didn’t propose to her.  Not then, a few weeks later, nor ever.  I think she was fine with it too, or at least 
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that’s not why we broke up.  
. . .
 I’m walking down Ninety-ninth street and there is a black cat in my way.  I name her Chelsea, and I contin-
ue to walk.  She follows me and I look around to see if anyone may own her.  No one, not a person in sight.  “It’s 
crazy how few homeless there are here,” I say to the cat. 
 Meow
 “Couldn’t agree more.” I say twice, once looking down at her and the other quietly under my breath.  
 The water rages on my left and provokes nothing but anxiety in me.  I can hear laughter in a far off alley, 
and I can hear the busy streets swear at itself.  Love.  Love I want to say got me here, but no.  I remembered a flaw 
in Sarah, and consequently a flaw in me.  I fear what is to come from here on out.  I half hope for the consequential 
memories to maintain, so that I can learn that this was just a fluke.  A one-time thing, but I’m afraid at the same 
time that it may not be.  
. . .
 I have yet to shower today.  Or yesterday to be honest.  I’ve used my days off to lay in bed and ignore Zan-
der’s knocks on my door.  Chelsea must be starving I think.  I adopted her, unofficially.  I work from three to eight 
tonight, and I promised myself I would go.  While kicking at the thick air, pulling my hair, punching the bed frame 
and breathing heavily, perhaps over dramatically so, I promised myself I would not lose.  Not to her, not twice.  
 I feed her some vegetables and dried pancakes because I still have yet to buy cat food.  Her hair is less de-
nounced and closer to her body.  She seems more vulnerable since I’ve adopted her.  Unfortunately for her, she has 
met me at a very bad time in my life.  
 My breakfast at one o’clock was alright.  Not good, not bad.  The pancakes from three days ago were dry so 
I made some new ones, but the milk was fine and I had plenty of butter.  It was the first time I cooked something 
since Thursday, and now I’m waiting tables thinking of eating a fry or two.  
 I remember food helped, and so did the occasional walk or two.  But if I stayed outside for too long the 
silence would get to me and then it’s hard to go back inside and hard to stay outside.  Leaving me no place but in 
loneliness, treading carefully. I remember the first night was rough, but as far as overcoming it the next few days 
were worse.  I thought of her a lot, what I could do for her, how I could help her, what caused it, what didn’t and 
what I could have done better leading up to it.  This time that won’t happen, this time I will focus on myself.  This 
time I will not only remember that she went off her meds on purpose to “have more fun” but I will compare myself 
to it.  Because I never did that, even though I never had to take any Selective Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitors, nor 
antidepressants, I still would never do anything of the sort.  
 I steal a tomato from the kitchen, grab two plates, use my butt to open the door and deliver them to table 
16.  “How’s your day been?”  The man, clearly trying to impress what looks like his boyfriend asks.  
 “You know, it’s been pretty darn good.  And yours?” I say. 
 “That’s good to hear.  Mine has been alright, thank you for asking.”  I ask him if there is anything I can help 
with, and leave.  
 Fake and uncomfortable situations like that used to always make anxious.  Like I failed somehow, but also 
like there was too much riding on my plate.  Sometimes it would lead to me analyzing the way others talked, and 
power dynamics, where I learned that often the first to interrupt was either more important or subtly desperate. 
Now I laugh.  To myself of course, in my own head.
. . .
 The seventh time it happened was because I ran into you in the parking lot.  You hadn’t come home that 
night so I used the time to research other apartments.  I was in the phase of giving up on you, but I stuck around 
some more.  After around ten o’clock or so and you hadn’t walked through the doors I figured I’d run to the store 
and get some cigarettes.  I hadn’t been in the night time air freely in months, or at least what felt like it.  I don’t quite 
remember the duration, just the number of times.  
 I noticed you out of the corner of my eye and started to walk faster.  I shouldn’t have because the eye is 
naturally drawn to action, so I should have tried to blend into the otherwise peaceful night, but I didn’t.  And you 
looked at me for a while, before saying “Miles!”
 “Miles!” loud enough to know that there was no chance in Hell I misheard you. 
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 I turned around on a dime, like a dog greeting its master, or a slave not wanting to be tested for her worth, 
and knew exactly where your eyes were.  
. . .
 I’ve started to write letters, because I thought I remembered that it helped.  I quit my job just last week, and 
because the boss didn’t like it has shortened this week—my last week—to part time hours.  Giving me plenty of 
time to test how fast I can type.  
. . .
Dear Sarah, 
 My memories are coming back faster now. Sometimes it’s hard to differentiate them from dreams, but most of the 
time I can tell.  There’s that certain real feeling to the memories, you know?  It’s linked to my emotions, that’s how I nor-
mally tell.  When I wake up sometimes I feel exhausted, or physically lost, but it never lasts very long.  That’s how I can tell. 
. . .
Dear Sarah, 
 I remember why I don’t feel bad.  Well that’s a lie.  I feel terrible, but I don’t feel bad for you.  The first time it 
happened I was afraid, not for me but for you.  No, perhaps afraid isn’t the best way to put it.  I was oblivious, forgiving, 
sympathetic, understanding, kind: human enough to make up for all that you lost.  Yet still afraid, unmistakably afraid. 
I figured that maybe you had a rough day, maybe something terrible happened.  And although you normally don’t show 
your anger with violence, it did not surprise me when you did.  You’ve always been passionate and emotional in all your 
endeavors, one of the many reasons I was dating you, but I suppose this was a drawback of just that.  
 Sometimes you hid it, but I could tell when you felt angry or unsatisfied.  I could tell by your quietness, or by your 
fragmented sentences that you didn’t want to talk.  But this was not like that, this was the opposite.  The only thing you 
wanted to do was talk, so I let you.  But I didn’t know what of, you just rambled.  Passionately flailing your arms and 
yelling, maybe not even at me but it sure felt like it.  You threw a plate and I ducked, it was at that point I left.  You were 
off the rails and I needed to escape, Love be damned I’d help you later. 
 The second time it happened I tried to understand what exactly went wrong.  You were yelling at me so loud and 
with such vulgarity that I couldn’t see much of anything else.  It must have been my fault, whatever it was.  I tried to 
reason with you, but then remembered what anger does to reason.  I tried listening but my ears seemed to fail me.  I tried 
to understand but it all happened so fast, so I verified it in my head that I failed you and to do better.  Because, honestly, I 
thought you deserved it.  In fact, at the time you did, you most certainly did. This time you hurt me, but nothing too severe. 
I stood there and took it because I thought that’s what you needed: a punching bag. 
 Even the third time I listened with intent.  Granted I defended myself this time around, but my attention was all 
yours and yet again you let me down.  Screaming at me for situations that you created, poverty—accusing me of stealing 
your money—, demotion at work—bottling up your failure—loss of hobbies and of health.  I realized that night that I 
couldn’t change you.  That something inside of yourself, that you kept secret, was the source and so I tried my best to learn 
what that was.    
 The fourth time came and I took it. I studied it, I looked back at all that I owed you and thought it my duty to help 
you.  I had learned of your prior alcoholism, of which you hid from me, and your old therapy sessions.  Your mother told 
me, but don’t worry I didn’t tell her anything.  In fact, she didn’t tell me much either, only that you used to go.  I assumed 
it was for addiction, but perhaps it was for your anger.  I don’t know.  
 Then the fifth and I realized that I couldn’t help.  Perhaps I could have after all, but at the time my hope for you 
was gone.  
 Then the sixth came and I thought about myself. I thought I should leave, enough is enough.  But we shared a 
lease and where else would I go?  No one would understand me even if I confessed.  Was I just supposed to tell some friends 
while we’re all together?  Or go to the police?  “Yeah, hello officer?  My girlfriend has been beating me over the past couple 
months and I was wondering if you could uh…tell her to stop.”  No!  It doesn’t work that way. 
 The seventh came and I gave in.  I let you have it, I let you win.  
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 The eight and I tried my hardest to fight back but lost due to your overwhelming strength.  I was a scrawny figure 
of a man, but I was comfortable.  It was my homeostasis, and you took complete advantage over it.  
 The ninth was the same.  
 So was the tenth.  And then they all became a blur.  
 Until finally blackness: a comforting contradiction to you.  
. . .
Dear Sarah, 
 Remember that time you forced me to call my parents?  It was right after one of those nights (the 11th or the 12th?), 
and you forced me to call my parents.  Talk to them simply just to talk them, you said.  All the while you stood there, over 
me, looking down at me.  Ready to force your strength over me at any second.  Testing your newfound power over me.  You 
remember that time?  I was big spoon that night.  I couldn’t leave, I just had to lay there awake and afraid while you slept 
with dominance in my arms.  
 I remember it.
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  by Hunter Raab
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Ex’s and Oh No’s
  by Michael Rich
 “I think I may be interested in Rachel.”
 Scarlet nearly chokes on the chicken in her salad. She quickly reaches for her water, drinks some, takes a few 
deep breaths and says, “Why… just… no. You have to know that it will never work out.”
 “Thank you, Sherlock. Any more brilliant insights that I never would have guessed?”
 “No. But I have a few questions.”
 “I figured you would,” I reply.
 “In order: 1. How did you figure this out? 2. How long ago did you figure this out? And 3. Why?”
 “Uh, so I can answer two of those. So, the first one, I realized I was contemplating what would happen if we 
started dating more often than usual. Two, umm… I think about two weeks ago. As for the third question, I have 
no answer. I really don’t know why.”
 Scarlet doesn’t say anything for a few seconds, stunned by this turn of events. When she does though all she 
can say is, “You can’t be serious.”
 “I told you I am.  And if you are just going to laugh at me, we can switch topics right now.”
 “No. No.  I’m sorry for being amused, but you have to admit this is pretty funny.  I mean, honestly, you 
and Rachel?  You know wild cats make a better couple.  Besides, Zach, are you sure this is because you like her?  You 
might just feel like you need to be in a relationship and thus allowing yourself to think about one that will never 
happen. At least, that’s what I do.”
 I go to lecture Scarlet but I stop. I hadn’t actually considered that possibility. “How is it that you manage to 
think of these things while I don’t?”
 “Because I dated you and I understand how you think.”
 “That’s a scary concept. Somebody understands how I think.”
 Scarlet chuckles. I can remember why I started dating her. Her smile would put any A-list celebrity’s smile 
to shame. And her personality: words cannot describe the beauty that is her personality. But alas, our relationship 
was not meant to be.
 “So how was your trip to Europe?” I ask as I prepare to take a bite of my burger.
 “Honestly?  Sort of mismatched.  I loved seeing all the old towns, but it’s hard to be in the most romantic 
cities in the world on your own.”  
 Time slows to a crawl. I didn’t think hearing her say particular words would sting but life is full of surprises. 
I breath in, trying not to break under pressure. I have to approach this delicately. I can see she is gauging my reac-
tions. I continue chewing on my burger and then swallow.
 Before I can think of anything to say she interjects. “Something you want to say?”
 “No, nothing.  I was just thinking…,” I stumble over my words.
 “Let me stop you there. We both know that’s a dangerous activity for you. So, how’s that paper coming?” 
 I notice the change in topic but am thankful for it. “Which one is that? The fun one or the actual essay?”
 “The essay.  I know you’ll write the fun one in the blink of an eye. And I know you’ll put the essay off until 
that’s all the time you have left.”
 “Well, you know what my secret is, right?
 “And what would that be”
 “Energy drinks,” I exclaim, holding up the Monster I have been drinking. “The elixir of life.” I pause, de-
bating whether or not I want to ask about something that I’m not sure I want the answer to. “So, have to ask, why 
are you constantly checking your phone and blushing.” Looks like we are getting an answer regardless now.
 “I am doing no such thing.”
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 I take a sip of my monster, “Uh-huh. Sure, you aren’t. Just like I’m not addicted to energy drinks and terrible 
decisions.”
 “I am not blushing,” she says steadfastly.
 “Scarlet, if you get any redder Rudolph will lose his job.” 
 She chuckles at this.
 “I am simply waiting for someone to text me back.”
 I see her slip the phone into her backpack trying to hide something. I don’t know why, but I have the sudden 
need to know what she is hiding. Why should you care? You aren’t dating her anymore.
 “You’re not gonna get away from the question that easily.  Now, who?” I insistently ask.
 “Who what?” 
 “You know what I meant.  Whose message are you expecting?” This little cat and mouse game is starting to 
annoy me. I put my burger down on my plate and look at her. 
 “It’s just a guy.  Honestly that’s all.”
 “Liar, that’s never all.  What’s his name?”
 “Well, if you must know, his name is David. And I’m sure he’s texted by now.”  
 She reaches back into her backpack and pulls out her phone, turns it on, and stares at it, her face going from 
excited to mildly disappointed.
 “He hasn’t texted, huh,” I comment snidely.
 “How can you tell?”
 “You wouldn’t just put down your phone if he had texted you. Now, I would love to learn more,” suddenly 
her phone buzzes and I pause. Not only because her phone buzzed, but also because I’m trying to figure out why I 
give a damn, especially considering the fact that Scarlet is my ex.  A small voice in my head tells me: You still have 
feelings for her.  “About David.” For fucks sake, can my life not be a goddamn rom-com?
 “Why do you care so much about my personal life?” She asks after she is done with her text.
 I have two choices in front of me: tell the truth or lie. I quickly decide to lie. “Well, because I am a nosy little 
shit and…” I trail off. I hate lying to Scarlet but for the sake of my sanity and our friendship, it needs to be done.
 “And what?”
 “And I want to make sure you don’t just like him simply because you want to be in a relationship.” I relish in 
the ability to twist her own words back at her- attempting to make her feel some modicum of pain after she caused 
me so much during our break up. I can see from the way Scarlet’s eyes are darting around the room and how she has 
taken on an unusually erect posture that somebody has called general quarters inside her head.
 “Honestly?  I’m not really sure.  I live my life like a romantic novel looking for a lead love-interest.  I just 
never seem to know why or how much I like someone until I start dating them.”
 She stops and I’m not sure why. She probably can’t think of a better lie. I have no response so I simply pick 
my burger back up, take a bite and start chewing, extending the silence for just a little bit longer.
 “And besides, I’ve decided I’m not going to start anything from now on.  Maybe I’ve watched He’s Just Not 
That Into You too many times, but if the guy I like likes me, then he’ll make it happen,” she continues.
 “That doesn’t have to be the case.  A guy shouldn’t be the one who has to make the first move.  Honestly, 
that’s a silly way to think.” I am about to begin saying something else when I see that her posture has gone back to 
normal and that she has her not listening face on, so I stop talking and finish my burger. 
3 days later
 I put down the PS4 controller and check my phone. The brightness blinds me momentarily. Checking 
the time, I see it is 1:33 A.M. “Oh fuck, I didn’t think it was that late… maybe I should get ready for bed,” I say 
rubbing my eyes. “Wait a second…” picking my phone back up I see that it is now technically Saturday. “Should I 
continue playing Fallout 4, play a new game, or watch Netflix?” I ask out loud. After contemplating my options for 
a moment, I decide to watch Netflix. 
 “What to watch? What to watch?” I mutter as I go through my Netflix queue. “Ah yes, mind numbingly stu-
pid humor sounds wonderful,” I say as I come across Blue Mountain State. Before I get the chance to start watching 
BMS my phone starts buzzing. “What the fuck. Just what the fuck. Why the fuck are you buzzing?” Going over to 
59
my phone I see that someone is calling me. Who the fuck is calling me? Picking it up I see that it’s Scarlet. Why is she 
calling me?
 “What’s up?”
 “Nothing really.  I just couldn’t sleep and I knew you would be awake.”  
 Why is she lying. It’s too early in the morning to be doing this shit to me. “Liar.  You’re never up this late.  What’s 
going on?  Are you drunk?  Do you need someone to take you home?  Are you alright?  Tell me you weren’t driving.” 
 “No, I’m not drunk. I’m not in trouble.  I haven’t been driving.  I honestly don’t know what’s keeping me 
up,” she says.
 “Again, I’m calling liar, but are you sure you’re ok?”
 “Yeah.  I’m fine. I’ll see you this evening at the group dinner, right?”
 “Of course, but seriously, I need you to tell me what’s going on.  Something has to be keeping you up. What 
is it?” I plead with her. She is never up this late.  
 “Cool. I’ll see you then.  Bye!”  
 “What in God’s name was that?” I say as I look at my phone. I hadn’t talked to Scarlet since we had lunch 
three days ago. Chills go down my spine as I think about that lunch, “Dodged a bullet there,” I mutter. After a min-
ute, I start pacing my room, phone in hand, muttering to myself, “Why the hell did she call me?” Because something 
is wrong. “No shit. But what could that thing be?” She could still have feelings for you and wanted to talk. “Don’t be 
daft you stupid brain. She is the one that broke up with me, so why in the name of God would she still have feelings 
for me?” Fine, then why do you think she called you? “Fuck if I know. Probably had something to do with David. 
Heard he’s interested in Megan Radnor though.” You should tell Scarlet. “That is definitely not going to happen.” 
Why? “Why should I tell the girl that broke up with me that the guy she likes actually likes somebody else?” Because 
you are a good person. Laughing I say, “Who the hell told you that lie brain?” After a moment I continue, “Besides, 
I am seeing her later tonight and can ask her what the call was about then. But right now I am going to sleep, so 
I’m going need you to shut up sometime in the next ten minutes.” And if I don’t. “Dear lord, it’s like the Terminator 
except its rise of the organs,” looking down I say, “don’t you dare think about joining him Appendix because I can 
take you out at any time. And Liver, if you join I will destroy you with alcohol, which will also destroy you, Brain. 
So, I am going to bed right now and you are going to shut up.” Fine.
Later that day
  “Hey Scarlet, why don’t we take a walk?” Dinner had just ended and everybody was going their separate 
ways, but I needed to talk to her.
 “Uh, sure.”
 “Awesome. So-,”
 Scarlet interrupts me and asks, “So where are we going?”
 “To where it all began,” I say with a sly smile.
 “Why?” Scarlet suddenly stops moving and I can see panic start to take hold in her eyes.
  Why is she panicking? “Because I haven’t been there in forever and because I want to swing on the swing set 
again,” I chuckle as I say the last reason, hoping it will at least take some of the panic out of her eyes. 
 She starts walking again, “Fine, but I-”
 “Before you start, I have several questions. Uh, to start off with what the hell was last night about?”
 She paused for a moment before answering, “I was simply calling to see whether or not you were going to 
be at dinner tonight.”
 “Uh-huh. Sure, you were. Tell you what, I’m gonna give you another attempt so you can come up with a 
better story, because that was pitiful. And don’t try to say you weren’t lying. I know you well enough to know when 
you’re hiding something.”
 We walk in silence until we are almost at the park when she finally says, “I called you because I wanted to 
talk to you. I’m not sure about what, but I know I wanted to talk to you.”
 I look at Scarlet, looking for her tells that she has when she lies: the slight twitch of the upper lip, the darting 
of the eyes to the left, and the braiding of her hair. None of those are happening. Is she telling the truth?
 “I see.” We reached the park and I immediately head over to the swing set and sit down in one of the swings 
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and she sits down in the one next to me. “I’m a little surprised you didn’t take the attempt I gave you and instead 
just told the truth. Honestly, I’m really happy you did that. Makes my life a lot easier.”
 “Yeah.  Well, you know I get pretty unpredictable when I’m tired.  And since I was up at 2 A.M., you also 
know that I didn’t sleep much last night,” she says.
 There it is.  She’s playing with her hair.  Is she lying?  Why would she lie about not sleeping much?  I know I’m 
being paranoid.  Yet, her face has something in it that I don’t recognize.
 “Ok, but seriously, what’s going on with you?” 
 She stiffens upon hearing my question. Like she desperately wants to say something, but can’t without the 
whole world changing in an instant. I keep looking at her, waiting for a response, but receive nothing aside from her 
awkward silence. 
 “Why do relationships have to be so difficult?” she finally lets out. 
 Well, there is your earth shattering kaboom. “Who are you talking about specifically?”
 “Just me in general.  You know, my track record.  It’s terrible. I mean, I meet these great guys and either I 
pine away for them or I date them and realize …”
 “Realize what?”
 “Well, I guess, that it won’t work for some random reason.  Sometimes it’s my heart telling me so, sometimes 
my head.  Heck, maybe the rest of me joins in and each limb has an opinion on my personal life.  I don’t know.  I 
just always end up alone, thinking about what I could have done better,” she ends.
 I let out a big sigh. I can name a couple of things off the top of my head that you could have done better. “Well, 
it may be because you haven’t met the right guy.” Or because you pushed away the perfect one.
 “Do you really believe that?”
 I sigh. “Do you want the real answer or a lie that I’ve been working on for a couple of hours?” Did I really 
just say that? 
 I can see the fear in Scarlet’s face, but her eyes… her eyes seem to show relief. Oh no, oh no, oh… please tell 
me this isn’t happening. She opens her mouth and begins to say something, but she quickly closes it. After a moment 
she says, “The truth. I would like to hear the truth.”
 “The truth is…” I pause, trying to collect my thoughts and form a coherent sentence, “that I think you 
found the right guy, but pushed him away because you couldn’t bear to let yourself feel what it was like to be… 
to be loved.” And it is happening. I can see the sirens going off in Scarlet’s head, yet I do nothing but wait for her 
response.
 “Wait, are you saying you loved me?” 
 I’m taken aback by the way she asks, hopeful. “Well, love may be a bit too strong, but like was far too weak. 
And there are no words between them so I went with the one that most closely resembled what I felt,” I say, hoping 
I haven’t just heralded the end of my world.
 “I see. Well, what if I told you that I may or may not still have feelings for you.”  
 The one scenario I didn’t plan for just happened. Why didn’t I plan for this? Oh, right, because it was supposed 
to be impossible. “I… give me a moment. I need to think.”  After what seemed to be an eternity I had collected 
enough of my thoughts to form a coherent sentence. “To be completely honest I would ask you if you wanted to try 
again at the whole dating thing... or I would tell you go fuck yourself ”
 “Why would you tell me to go fuck myself?”
 “Please don’t ask that…” I say. I really don’t want to go down that road. I take several deep breaths, bracing 
myself for the appearance of my own Mr. Hyde.
 “I am going to ask that and you are going to give me an answer,” she says forcefully. “Now, why would you 
tell me to go fuck myself?”
 I get out of the swing and begin pacing back and forth a couple of feet in front of Scarlet. “There are a lot of 
reasons. One is because I still want to get even. And sure, we may be friends, but guess what, being friends with you 
fucking kills my sanity. So far this month, I’ve had several mental breakdowns and I’ve started to go to counseling in 
an attempt to get through all this. And it was working for a bit, but then you fucking had to come back from your 
goddamn trip to Europe.” I pause for a moment, to allow Scarlet to digest this. She begins to open her mouth to say 
something but I quickly interrupt her and with a measure of evilness say, “Close that goddamn thing that you have 
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the audacity to call a mouth. You will listen to all of this and not say a single goddamn word.” I hear the rage and 
violence in my voice. Good, because I want her to feel small and scared. “And let’s not forget how you broke up with 
me: over text. You broke up with me over text in my FIRST GODDAMN RELATIONSHIP. You knew that it was 
the worst possible way to break up with me, yet you still did it. And it gets worse when you consider the fact that we 
had lunch together that day. And you want to know why I think you did it? Because you are often a cold, heartless 
bitch.” At this point I’m yelling. I stop pacing and look over at her and see she is terrified. Excellent. “Oh, and who 
could forget the fucking fact that you hid the fact that you wanted to break up with me FOR TWO FUCKING 
WEEKS. A relationship is a two-way street. There is supposed to be communication between the parties involved. 
Which brings me to my next point. You are horrible at communication. Like, a fucking rock communicates better 
than your ass.” I pause for a moment to relish in the rage and violence that I can hear in my voice. I look over at 
Scarlet and see that her face is a mixture of shock, anger, and a few other things. Momentarily I feel really bad. Oh 
god, what have you done? Immediately another voice chimes in, you are too far into this to back out now, you have to 
finish. I decide to go with voice two’s suggestion. “Then there is also the fact that I am not entirely sure why you 
broke up with me. I have had to gather information on why you broke up with me from everybody but you, because 
you refuse to think about why you broke up with me. Do you understand just how childish that is? Not thinking 
about the breakup because it will “hurt you.” News flash Scarlet, not knowing fucking hurts. A lot. And do you 
want to know how much not knowing with complete certainty why you broke up with me has destroyed me? Oh 
wait, no, of course you don’t, because you don’t give a damn about other people. To you people are just things to be 
used and once they have served their purpose, you toss them to the side.” I pause so I can collect my breath. Purging 
all rage and violence from my voice, I stop pacing, step in front of Scarlet’s swing and crouch down. I look into her 
eyes and calmly say, “There is something else. I will always have that in-between-love-and-like feeling for you. And 
I know you won’t. I will always just be a mistake that you made.”  I stand up and look down at Scarlet. “I told you 
not to ask.” Voice two chimes in again, I think that went quite well.
 I turn around and start walking away from Scarlet, heading towards my bed. I just want this night to be 
over. There is one more thing I have to tell her though. I stop, and looking over my shoulder, say, “You might like to 
know that David is interested in Megan Radnor, so you can give your hopes and dreams the kiss of death,” I pause 
for a moment to allow what I am going to say next have more impact. “Just like you gave my hopes and dreams,” I 
say with a sneer.  Her face tells me that between my rant and the comment that her heart is shattered and in a billion 
different pieces. Good. The bitch needed to be emotionally eviscerated. I turn back around and head home.
 Nearing my apartment, I slow down. The adrenaline from my rage is finally starting to wear off. I feel ex-
hausted. I hadn’t realized how much energy I expended yelling at Scarlet. There is also a lightness in my chest that I 
hadn’t felt before and it feels how I assume ambrosia tastes. I look up at the stars and sigh, wishing that I hadn’t just 
yelled at Scarlet. “On the bright side, this shows that happy endings are complete and utter bullshit,” I mutter.
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Letter to a Friend
  by William C. Riley
 I can’t remember how we met. One day you weren’t there and the next you were. I do remember riding my 
bike the ten blocks, from my house on Elm Street to yours on Tara Court, to see you almost every day. And the 
times we walked home from Four Georgians Elementary and played at your house. And I remember how excited 
we both were when we found out I would be living just down the street from you.
 I remember all those nights staying at one another’s house, though it was considerably more fun to stay at 
yours. After all, you had a Nintendo and we could stay up late playing games. My family never could afford a game 
system, but we would rent one sometimes. I remember begging my mom the first time you stayed at the house. I 
didn’t want you to think I wasn’t cool. Heck, I would have done anything to be cool in your book, even if it didn’t 
make any sense. 
 I remember when my body started to change. I was scared and anxious, but you showed me I wasn’t alone. 
We were way too young, but in the moment we were doing what felt natural. We explored ourselves and one anoth-
er and it felt like we were closer for it. I could tell you anything and know you’d support me and we were free to try 
just about anything with one another without fear.
 I remember the day I said, “No.” All day, you had been hinting. After all, we had done It several times and 
we both enjoyed it. But that day was different. I don’t know why I wasn’t interested, but I remember I just wanted 
to play games and laugh and joke with my best friend. It didn’t matter how many times you suggested. I just kept 
saying no. You got frustrated after a while and eventually went silent while we took turns playing. 
 I wish I didn’t remember the rest of that night. Your mom called us up to bed. We went up to your room 
and pulled the mattress off the top bunk for me. I was already in my pajamas—a t-shirt and a pair of sweats—when 
you stripped down to nothing. I lay down and you turned off the light before going to bed. I figured you’d take care 
of yourself and then go to sleep and I tried to let my mind wander off and I lost track of time. It seemed like just a 
few minutes or maybe it was an hour. 
 I remember hearing you get up. I thought you were going to put on some clothes, but instead you got down 
on my bed. My heart raced when you threw my covers aside and pulled down my sweats. I shivered and said, “No,” 
again. Maybe I wasn’t loud enough. I tried to say it again, but you pressed yourself into me and I went silent. Every-
thing hurt, but I was too afraid to scream out. You didn’t seem to care while I whispered, “No,” over and over into 
my pillow. 
 I remember that night every time I lay with my husband. When you were done, you pulled up my sweats 
and put on a pair of your own before stepping out to the bathroom. I can sometimes still hear the sink running as 
you cleaned yourself while I lay shivering and cold on that mattress. Despite my repeated refusal, my body betrayed 
me and left me with a mess of my own. I had forgotten about that until recently. I said, “No,” but maybe I meant 
yes?
 I remember the feeling of your skin on mine, your weight against me. I remember thinking I should yell or 
cry out, fight back and get you off of me. For years, I was conflicted on why I didn’t. Each time I think about it, I 
come back to the same thing: I didn’t fight back and I didn’t yell, because I was afraid of losing your friendship. That 
same reason was why I never said, “No,” to you again. If you wanted me, I was only too happy to say yes. 
 I remember when I heard you took your own life. We hadn’t spoken in well over a decade, but the mention 
of your name brought it all back. Like most people, I wondered why you did it. You had everything: a wife, two 
kids, a good home and a job you seemed to like. But we never really know the inner lives of others and there was 
something you struggled with too. There were many nights where I contemplated taking my own life. I hated who 
I was, but I never could end it. 
 I may not be able to remember how we met, but I will never forget how I felt that night. Every moment is 
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etched in my mind. What I can do, however, is stop allowing that moment to have power over me. No longer will 
I let you define who I am. I am not a victim; I am a survivor. I survived that moment and every day since and I will 
not let you take that away from me. I survived the agonizing way I felt about myself and I learned not only to love 
myself, but to love another. My future is not for you to determine, but for me to live. 
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Untitled 
by Nicole Schulz 
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Eyes are Planets that Close instead of Turn
by Nicole Schulz
My orange thesaurus says orbit is the same as
Revolution
and someone years ago underlined
“Adequate”
before donating the thesaurus to the church library,
where I stole it from.
There are days that feel like spinning
and years that go in circles but don’t quite close—
I orbit the same spaces,
same faces.
Revolving around the roundabouts on the way home,
I still pray.
When I arrive, my mother asks
when I will be going home?
because she knows I don’t live there anymore,
yet I always orbit back. 
And she calls me brave
with a certain pain in her pupils:
round and hurt and home,
as gravity pulls me away again.
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Shore
by Nicole Schulz
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The Slide
  by Lily Soper
 Molly doesn’t screw up. Her daily planner is as thick and detailed as my permanent record. Molly is not 
the problem child of the Michaels family. I earned that title through years of depressive episodes and psychological 
analysis. Each time that I was committed, each time I refused to go to school for weeks at a time, Molly was a rock. 
She mediated our family through therapy sessions. My advocate. Sitting in our living room together for a family 
meeting, I don’t know if I’m ready to switch roles. 
 “Is it drugs?” asks my father, mustache bristling in the way it does when we displease him. It’s hard to keep 
a straight face—as if drugs have ever affected Molly’s performance in school. Arms wrapped around her legs, she 
doesn’t look up from her knees to respond. Through her long black hair, covering her face like the girl from The 
Ring, her face is red. She’s trying not to cry. I should probably be sitting next to her. 
 “Arnold,” Mom puts her hand on his knee, ever the good cop. “Be gentle.”
 “She wasted half a year’s salary by dropping out, Jill, how gentle can you expect me to be?” 
 “I didn’t register for classes.” Molly’s voice is tense, towing the line between apologetic and defensive. “I 
didn’t waste any money.” 
 “Yeah, it’s not like she dropped out halfway, she just needs a break. I mean sure, there’s the money you gave 
her this summer when you thought she was going back but I mean, you probably would’ve given it to her anyway 
and she’s probably just taking a year off anyway, unless you know, she isn’t going back cause I guess then you would 
have wasted a ton but I’m sure—” 
 “Stop helping, Brynne.” The apologetic tone in her voice disappears when she talks directly to me. I can’t 
say I blame her. Molly makes a considerably better defense attorney than I’m making. 
 “I just mean you were responsible about it,” I reply, voice small.
 “What matters is that you are Okay.” They taught Mom that line at the first psyche ward I was committed 
to. “Are you? Okay?”
 Silence. Then tears. “I’m fine,” Molly says through sobs. Is this how I look when I cry? Mom gets up to hug 
her. I don’t want to be condescending but the sooner we’re all crying together, the sooner Dad will admit defeat 
and the sooner Molly can go back to Bellingham with a refreshed outlook and a filled bank account. 
 “Molly, what happened?” I can’t gauge if my dad is worried, exasperated, fed up or all of the above. Molly 
shakes her head but doesn’t say anything, and I know it’s time for support-o-sister to come out for play. My feet 
feel heavy taking the three steps it takes to reach the couch she and my mom are on. I place my hand on her back, 
and it’s hot through her t-shirt. 
 When my mom tears up (not an uncommon occurrence) my dad (as per usual) gives in. We’re group hug-
ging and my dad says, “How can we help you?” 
 “I just want to come home.”  
 Dammit, she’s going to want her bedroom back. 
. . .
 Growing up might just start with pouring your wine into a glass instead of drinking it straight from the bag. 
I don’t think it means having a fake ID your senior year of high school, but here we are. Hopefully Molly doesn’t 
want her old ID back now that we live in the same town again. Felix would not be happy. 
 The line is long enough that if I weren’t so excited to drink, I would leave. There’s a little boy ahead of me 
in line, and I can’t help but wonder how he can afford so many organic TV dinners. We make eye contact. Too 
many people patronize kids, so I hold to it: “Sup?” I ask.
 “My mom says that stuff is evil,” he says, gesturing to my pinot.  
 “Your mom is right. What grade you in?” I wouldn’t bother trying to make conversation if his mom was 
here. Another high, douche-bag teenager is the last thing she wants little Billy (I can only assume that’s his name) 
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exposed to on a Wednesday night.  
 “I’m nine.” That isn’t what I asked him, but I can go ahead and assume that means third grade. He doesn’t 
strike me as someone who gets held back, but I can only assume that to skip a grade he’d have to know how to tie 
his shoes.
 “Your shoe’s untied,” I gesture towards his foot with my own. His sneakers have Lightning McQueen on 
them and I can’t help but feel like if he was my kid he’d have way better taste.
 “I know,” he doesn’t look down at his shoes, making a somewhat unnerving amount of eye contact. Where 
is his mother?
 I nod. “Word.” 
 “Kevin, are you bugging this young lady?” asks a voice behind me, and I quickly recognize this as code for 
“Don’t talk to scary strangers buying booze on a weekday.” I squeeze myself closer to the magazines (will Kim and 
Kanye ever be able to live in peace?) so his mom can return to the line. She’s all thin and young and cute and I can 
only imagine that she and her husband have a daughter and a golden retriever to go along with Kevin. 
 “Less than most boys bug me!” She does not laugh at my joke. If I offer to tie Kevin’s shoe, is she going to 
assume that I’m a predator? 
 “She’s buying wine,” he points to my Bota Box and I instinctively look anywhere but at the woman who 
might want to inform the cashier that I don’t look old enough to drink. Way to be a goddamn narc, Kevin, have 
fun trying to get laid in high school with that attitude. 
 “It’s my Friday,” I lie. “Retail hours, right?” They’ve already turned back to their own cute lives that don’t 
include stress drinking. The cashier laughs at a joke that I couldn’t hear, and asks Kevin what grade he’s in. He tells 
her that he’s in the third grade. 
 The cashier doesn’t laugh at any of my attempts at humor and I refuse to believe that Kevin’s mom is fun-
nier than I am. She accepts my fake so I can’t complain, and I walk out of Safeway and into Felix’s car. 
 “Shouldn’t you be doing this with your sister?” I don’t respond. “My house it is.” 
 I pull out my phone, ready to compose a text to Molly. “I think she wanted alone time with Mom and Dad. 
I wasn’t exactly helpful.” It’s somewhat true. 
  ME: what’s up 
 “Yeah she’s probably having a blast. Just so you know, my little sister is having her friends over and they are, 
indisputably, all insane.” 
 The last time I was at Felix’s house, a few months ago, was for Jemime’s 8th birthday party and I got bit by 
three separate kids. “Lets go to the park for now.” Passing a middle aged woman putting her shopping cart away 
(while in reverse, no less) Felix drives like he’s in one of the racing movies I refuse to watch with him. 
  MOLLY: Mom and dad hate me so much. 
 “Jesus, Felix, there’s no right turn.” He turns right anyway and I tune out his rant of a response, probably 
about the systematic oppression of American drivers through unnecessary traffic laws. Usually, I like to time how 
long it takes him to (incorrectly) cite “Civil Disobedience” but I can’t seem to take my eyes off Molly’s text. 
 I could tell her that they don’t, but I wasn’t there and they might. 
  ME: do you want to drink wine at the park?
 “The park” is more of a playground, surrounded by low-income housing and a retirement home. There’s no 
parking lot, keeping it more-or-less out of bounds for our town’s lazy cops; they’re generally unwilling to get out 
of their cars and walk through the pine trees in order to bust anyone when there are so many easy targets hotbox-
ing down Main Street. Molly showed it to me near the end of my freshman year. She was about to graduate with 
honors and went to celebrate with some friends. If I hadn’t found the dub sack they had bought (from some guy 
who definitely was not graduating with honors) she probably wouldn’t have invited me. Her boyfriend at the time 
thought it would be cute to get me high for the first time and I spent most of the evening on top of a slide, maybe 
six feet tall, too afraid to come down. Molly had to climb up and slide down with me, arms wrapped around my 
waist as if I was driving us around on a motorcycle and she was the one who needed my help to feel safe. 
  MOLLY: I’ll be there soon. 
 Once we’re back on a residential street, I pull the bag out of its cardboard box and stick the nozzle into my 
mouth, cradling it in my arms. Felix hates it when I hold the wine like a baby. He says it looks like I’m suckling at 
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my infants teat and it gives him a Freudian complex. 
 “Did you invite Annette?” Felix tries to sound nonchalant, which might have worked if he hadn’t drunkenly 
told me he was in love with her a week prior. 
 Unsure if he remembers the exchange, I feign ignorance. “Was I supposed to?”
 He sputters, “Well no, I just thought she might want to come. To see you. I mean I think I heard her saying 
she was down to drink this year, but I guess she could have just meant—” I drown him out by turning up his radio, 
and through Taylor Swift’s nasal voice I think I make out him telling me to fuck myself. 
 When we reach the retirement home’s parking lot, he turns off the ignition and continues his sentence as if 
he had distracted himself. “She might have just meant at parties though. Shall we?” 
 Molly’s car isn’t in the parking lot yet and I should probably warn at least one of them that I’m with the 
other. It would be stupid to wait for Molly here. She knows how to get to the park, or else I wouldn’t. 
 The path to the park is treacherous to anyone over four feet tall. My hair gets caught in a tree, but it’s too 
late in the season for ticks so I keep going. At just over six foot two, Felix curses his lanky frame behind me, trying 
to keep up without blinding himself on a stray branch. Making it there at least a minute before he does, I head 
towards the slide. 
 With only two functional swings, a merry-go-round, and a jungle gym consisting of a metal bar dome, it’s 
no surprise that I’ve never run into an actual child here. It’s either that or because I’ve never seen the park in the 
light of day. It’s possible that we’re the reason parents won’t let their kids out to play after dark. 
 “Thanks for waiting for me, asshole,” Felix grunts, out of breath. He takes his usual spot on top of the jungle 
dome, and gestures for me to toss him the bag. It never works, but I take another chug and try anyway. It falls under 
the dome and he has to crawl inside to grab it. 
 “Brynne?” I recognize Molly’s voice, but based off of Felix’s panicked expression, he doesn’t, and hides the 
bag behind him. 
 “I’m up here, Molls,” I call down, and she emerges into the street lights illuminating the little playground. 
If she caught her hair in the tree, you can’t tell, but considering how graceful she is, she likely ninja rolled through 
the rough bits of the trail. 
 “Oh…Felix. Hey.” Molly uses the famous Michaels inflection that we use when we want someone to know 
that we don’t want them there. 
 “Molly, hey. It’s good to see you,” Felix flashes the wide-eyed look he gives me when I try to rope him into 
uncomfortable situations. “Oh hey, Annette is calling, I better get this. I’ll be right back.” He tosses me the bag on 
his way past the slide and back onto the trail. 
 He isn’t coming back.
 “You invited Felix?” she’s trying not to sound offended, but her giant green eyes have always been too ani-
mated to mask her feelings.
 “He was just kind of there.” Not only a blatant lie, but a stupid one at that. “Hey, do you remember the 
time you and Jack got me high here?”
 Molly laughs, scrunching her eyes shut in embarrassment. “Oh God, Jack. I don’t remember the last time 
I even thought of Jack. Did you know he got in trouble for selling weed, like two years ago?” 
 “Not entirely surprising, from what I remember of him. Hey, do you remember when I climbed up here 
and I was too scared to come down for hours?”
 “It was like ten minutes,” her laugh sounds genuine for the first time since she came back, “but yeah, I do. 
Do you remember how you couldn’t stop turning your wrists in circles?”
 “You told me I would get arthritis!” 
 “That was the only way you’d stop! It was a white lie.” 
 “Oh yeah, like when you told me the black flecks in french vanilla ice cream were ground up snails?” Our 
giggles die down faster than I want them to, and I should probably fill the awkward silence. “So what happened?”  
 She doesn’t answer at first, kicking the gravel around to trace out a circle. Once it’s finally perfect, she kicks 
more sand over it. Then, “I guess I’m moving home.” 
 Tapping my foot on the metal slide, the sound echoes. “I mean at school.”
 She walks so casually towards me that I don’t know if she even heard me. Without saying anything, she 
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holds her hands out and I can only assume she wants the wine. I take a few chugs before handing it over and she 
takes it to the right swing. We both know that’s the one that doesn’t squeak. Requiring elegance I will never have, 
she pumps her way to a full swing with the bag in her lap, only taking sips when she’s above the bar. After a long 
gulp of pinot, she says, “I kind of thought you’d have my back the other day.” 
 So she noticed that. “I didn’t really know what to say.”
 “Something along the lines of ‘give her a break’ probably could have helped.” Molly isn’t just the better kid, 
she’s the better sister. 
 “I guess I probably could’ve thought of that.” I want the wine back, but not enough to ask for it. I check my 
pockets for my one hitter, and realize I left my weed in Felix’s car. I guess I could text him, but there’s a ninety-nine 
percent chance that he’s already smoked it all. Bastard. “It might not mean a lot coming from me though.” 
 “Who else is it going to come from?” She jumps off the swing at a height I wouldn’t have dared try when 
I was prepubescent and in gymnastics, and begins to pace. She’s never felt comfortable sitting down; even a swing 
is too stagnant for her. This is the point where I should apologize, but I don’t and she doesn’t press me. After an 
uncomfortable amount of silence, she finally answers my question. “It just…wasn’t working. I don’t know. Did 
mom tell you that I got three C’s last semester?” I shook my head. “I just kept waking up, and I knew I had to go 
to class and I just…I’d just stare at the fucking ceiling. My therapist says I was taking it too seriously, but I don’t 
know. I mean, honestly, what’s the difference between anxiety and laziness when the end result is the same?” 
 “You’re asking the wrong girl.” I reach out for the wine, and Molly climbs up the ladder. Situating her legs 
on either side of mine, she hands me the bag. She wraps her hands around my waist and I feel like I’m a freshman 
again. “Wanna slide down?” 
 “Not right now,” she says, resting her head on my shoulder.  
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What Happens in Pinescreek
by Destini Throop
I hear a sigh from the next cubicle over. Nick must be looking at the time, knowing it is only noon on a 
Tuesday. I look at my desk, despising the layout of my cubicle. As if moving the desk into the corner would make it 
any more bearable. Working at People isn’t all bad. I get the latest updates on celebrities and my job entails entering 
data into a computer system for eight hours straight. I even got to meet Emma Watson, easily one of the best days 
on this job. I live in a medium sized town that no one knows exists. Pinescreek has a special feel to it. 
When I moved here, I had no idea that it was big enough to have a branch of People, but this town is full 
of surprises. I love that Pinescreek doesn’t have any chain restaurants. It’s all local businesses that were started by 
townsfolk generations ago. If a chain restaurant tries to come to Pinescreek, protests go up and the idea gets shut 
down. It’s a cozy feeling knowing everything is brought to you by local friends. Tricia, my best friend since first 
grade, thinks I have my life figured out. Boy is she wrong.
Nick interrupts my train of thought as he rounds the corner into my cubicle. “Wanna go to lunch? I’m 
absolutely starving.”
“I thought you would never ask. Let me get my purse.”
“How is your significant other?” Nick asks with a smirk.
“He told you, didn’t he?”
“I have no idea what you are talking about.”
“Nick, come on, just tell me! He’s told everyone except me.” 
“I won’t give it away, Jessie.”
I end my whining with a “humph” letting him know I am irritated.
“Oh, let it go, Jessie. He is surprising you, let it happen. Besides, Tricia already wants to kill me for hinting 
at something the other day.”
I keep hoping to get more out of Nick during lunch, but he is stubborn about keeping his word. Leif, my 
boyfriend of five years, and Nick are best buds, and are both in on a surprise Leif is planning for my 25th birthday. 
Even Tricia knows, which she has no problem parading around. Although Nick is infuriating, I am thankful for 
his friendship. He got me the job at People, and has never failed to help us out. We head back to work and I finish 
my episode of Once Upon A Time. My last data entry is put in when the clock strikes five, and my misery is over for 
today.
I pick up my phone and see three missed calls from Tricia. She probably got a date with that hot Italian she 
has been flirting with for weeks.
“You never pick up. I just had the best day, and you weren’t even around to hear me gush about it. Serious-
ly, girl, get your priorities straight.”
“Sorry, Trish, I got caught in the numbers. Do tell. I want to hear all about this hot Italian guy.”
“Oh, Jess, that guy is so last week. I bumped into Nick this morning and we are going for coffee tomorrow!”
“Nick? Really? He is so not your type, Trish. Nerdy with a comb-over?”
“Okay, he isn’t a hot Italian guy, but he is so adorable. I just can’t seem to get enough of him. Speaking of, 
Leif wanted me to take you out tonight so he can plan your thingy. Is eight okay?”
“Yeah, I’ll see you then. You better buy me some booze.”
I hang up the phone and head home. I know Tricia thinks I have it all figured out, but part of me is jealous 
of the adventures she gets to have. I love Leif and my job is in the field I want to be in, but all I do is work. I hear 
her talking about different suitors bringing her to Italy and New Zealand and wonder if I will ever travel the way 
she does. 
The night goes by quickly as Trish takes me to different clubs. We dance the night away and drink so much 
I wonder how I will work tomorrow. Each shot makes me lose track of those thoughts, until I’m home and Leif is 
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bringing me to bed. 
 “We need to have more adventures,” I slur to Leif as I try to get my pajamas on.
 “I agree. But for right now you need to get to bed. We can talk more about adventures tomorrow.”
 “I loooove you. I can’t wait to be your wifey.”
 “I love you too. You are my adventure.”
 I close my eyes and fall into the deep world of drunken dreams. A world filled with romantic nights in Paris 
and relaxing mornings in coffee shops. A world with adventures.
. . .
 “I don’t remember any of last night. I think I got pretty wasted. I’m sorry,” I say as I wake up with a groan.
 “You are cute when you’re all shitty” he said with a chuckle.
 “I’m glad you get enjoyment out of my drunkenness,” I give him a playful push as I finish getting ready for 
work.
 “Leif?” 
 “Yes?”
 “I want to go to Paris. I want adventures. Mystical and romantic walks through the city, something totally 
different than here.”
 “Well, if we incorporate some time in the mountains in there, I would love that. But we both have work 
and responsibilities here.”
 “I hate responsibilities. We have enough money, let’s just go.”
 “It’s not about money. It’s about being adults. Believe me, I would love to go hunting, camping, backpack-
ing, and be anywhere but here, but work is too busy right now.”
 “Then let’s go camping, or hiking. Something that won’t take us away for long, but will give us the satisfac-
tion we crave.”
 “I can’t. You’re going to be late for work.”
 “Well, maybe I will be going without you. I need to do something other than work, and if you can’t do that, 
maybe I will go with Trish.” I head out the door, slamming it behind me.
 The day drags on and I take more Advil. My headache gets worse with each minute that passes. 
 “Crazy night?” Nick asks with a smirk.
 “Ugh, Trish has a way of doing that.”
 “Oh, believe me, I know. We went out last week.”
 “I hear you two had a little something,” 
 His face turns tomato red. “Yeah, I would say we did.”
 I chuckle, “Good luck, she’s a wild one. When we turned 21 together, I was hungover for two weeks 
straight. Although, I kind of miss that spontaneity.” I glance at my computer. “Oh! It’s finally time to go home. I 
thought this day would never end.” 
 “I’ll see you tomorrow, Jessie,” Nick says as he walks out of the office.
 I walk out, knowing I won’t be doing anything except for cleaning and paying the endless amount of bills. 
I open the door to my apartment, cringing as the creaking is worse than ever. I put the keys on the table and see 
bags everywhere. As I round the corner into our bedroom, the closet doors are open and clothes are everywhere. It 
looks as if a tornado hit the apartment. I can’t even see the blue comforter on our bed underneath the mountain of 
clothes and supplies. Our brown carpet has bottles of shampoo, conditioner, hair products, lotions, and body wash 
in bags. I halt before the bathroom, seeing everything has been pulled out of the cabinets.
 “Leif? Where are you? What is happening?”
 “I’m in here.”
 I leave the bathroom, go back through the adjoining bedroom and into the living room. Leif is standing 
there with the most ridiculous outfit on. He has on khaki shorts that are too small, a camo jacket that is way too 
big, a matching cap, and hiking boots. He is holding the most beautiful bouquet of flowers, and my heart swells. 
 “What are you wearing?” I say, trying to suppress the laughter wanting to escape.
 “Well, you wanted an adventure, so I am taking you on one. But I couldn’t find the right clothes. So, this 
is what happened.” He hands me the flowers. “I’m sorry for being a dick.”
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 “What kind of adventure will this be?” I ask while smelling the flowers.
 “I was thinking camping, but obviously it’s been a while since we have gone into the mountains. I can’t 
believe I have let myself become a city boy.”
 “Well, let’s find the right clothes for you, then we will go camping,” I say between laughs.
 “Oh thank God, I can’t wear this another second,” he laughs as he starts taking off the ridiculous outfit.
 “So, where are we going?”
 “I was thinking we could go to your grandpa’s place.”
 “Gold Creek? That’s a good idea. I want to stop and visit my grandpa on the way.”
 “That was already in the plan. By the way, this isn’t the surprise I originally had planned for you, but it kind 
of became obvious to me that it’s what you wanted, so…surprise!”
 “Ah okay, well what did you originally have planned?”
 “That is a surprise for another time.”
 I give him a playful punch and get back to packing.
 We finish packing that night and by early Thursday morning, we are on the road, headed to a place about 
an hour away from Pinescreek. We both called out sick until Tuesday, giving us a long weekend. The mountains 
surround the town, but Leif and I never get a chance to get out and enjoy them. We used to go camping, hiking, 
and even hunting, but Leif lost his job in the timber industry and had to switch to engineering. We have been too 
busy ever since to continue going into the mountains.
. . .
 My grandpa’s house hasn’t changed a bit. We get out and I inhale the all too familiar scent of smoke from 
the wood stove and grandma’s fresh potato bacon soup. We happened to go on a day my whole family is there, and 
spend some time catching up. My grandpa Bud and Uncle Roger are big men, edging on 300 pounds. They are in 
the mountains all day hunting, hiking, and camping. Exactly what Leif and I would love to be able to do. We are 
sitting around the table chatting and laughing about the old hunting stories my family had when a bat flies into 
the house. The whole place erupts into a crazy circus. I hear a nasally screeching sound and see my uncle’s wife, 
Jeannette, on the floor with her mouth wide open. Knowing what the sound is, I turn to tell my mom and the bat 
swoops down, almost hitting her on the head. She immediately hits the floor, letting out a terrified scream. I laugh 
at her reaction until the bat swoops down again, almost hitting me in the head. I hit the floor as if I am doing a 
push-up, laughing as I scream in terror. I had no idea those two expressions could be made at the same time, but it’s 
possible. I look up to see my grandpa trying to grab at it with the “granny grabber” as my mom calls it. A metal rod 
with a grip on one end and a pincher on the other. It does not function well as a bat grabber. Roger is trying to get 
Jeannette to stop making that ridiculous noise by waving his hands around, while also trying to help my grandpa 
with the granny grabber. At the same time, I look over and see my dad and Leif trying to hit the bat down with a 
coat and a blanket, none of them succeeding. I’m laughing so hard tears start streaming down my face. My mom 
is intermittently screaming in terror, laughing, and reciting all the diseases bats can give you. My dad finally hits 
it with the coat, causing it to fall to the ground. We sigh with relief, but the bat manages to get up again. Another 
round of chaos begins, until it lands on the windowsill. My grandpa finally manages to grab it with the granny 
grabber and brings it outside. He lets it go and if flies off. My mom immediately starts bleaching everything that 
the bat touched. 
 “Wild animals are not something to play with, people,” my mom says.
 “Well, I am pretty sure that’s the funniest bat experience I have ever had,” I say to Leif, wiping the tears 
from my cheeks. “Hopefully we don’t encounter anything scarier than a bat while we are out, though.”
 “If we do, I have my gun,” Leif says as he makes a gun shape with his hand.
. . .
 Leif starts the truck and we are ready to head to the mountains. We are still laughing about the bat, knowing 
we will be telling that story to Trish and Nick. Our adventure is starting out wonderfully, and I feel antsy to con-
tinue. We say our goodbyes to my family and head up the road. We are camping not far from where my grandpa 
lives, but it is in rugged terrain that makes walking hard. I lose cell service halfway up, and turn it on airplane mode. 
Leif lost service before my grandpa’s place. I inhale the fresh mountain air as we climb in elevation. Each time I 
inhale, childhood memories come flooding back. It tastes like ponderosa pine trees and sage brush, mixed in with 
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my grandpa’s old jeep. Musty, yet good, somehow. The air has a crisp and clean scent, unlike the polluted air back 
in Pinescreek. The grass is bright green and the trees are thick. There are unique purple flowers scattered about that 
I don’t remember being there the last time I camped in this area, but they are absolutely gorgeous when mixed with 
the green grass and the trees. I don’t see as many deer as I remember, but it has been a while. We get to our camp 
spot and set up our tent. 
 “That pole goes here, and this pole crosses this one diagonally,” Leif explains as I am struggling hardcore. 
“No, honey, that pole goes over to the left. You have the wrong one going into that hole.”
 “Sorry, it’s been awhile.” 
 “It’s a good thing you have me, then, isn’t it.” He walks over and gives me a kiss, laughing at my bad tent 
skills.
 “Isn’t it weird that we are the only ones here? Usually this campground is filled to the max.”
 “I’m sure people will come, it’s only Thursday.”
 “That’s true. It still seems odd. At least we have first pick.”
 “And no one else to hear us at night,” he says with a wink.
 I chuckle. “That’s very true.”
 That night, we roast some hot dogs and make s’mores. One other couple set up their camp a couple camp-
sites down, but no one else came into the campground. I can’t shake the eeriness I feel, especially at night, with all 
the noises, but I shake it off. Leif shows me the Big Dipper, Little Dipper, and Orion’s Belt as we lay in our tent. 
The mountains are where he feels relaxed and I couldn’t be happier. I give Leif a playful smile.
 “The only thing I love more than being out here is you,” he whispers in my ear.
 He kisses me and I sink into it. I gladly let him take over my body, forgetting about the world around us 
with every touch. Afterword, we drift off to sleep, content with the first day of our adventure.
 “What was that noise?”
 “Hmm, what noise,” Leif mumbles.
 “I thought I heard something, maybe from our neighbor’s camp.”
 “I’m sure it’s fine, go back to sleep.”
 I drift off, cuddling closer to Leif. Before I fall completely back to sleep, I hear it again. It sounds like clank-
ing coming from a few feet away. Leif wakes up as it gets louder, then stops. 
 “Okay, that wasn’t just nothing.”
 “No, that was something, maybe a bear. I’m sure it’s okay. Keep the bear spray close and I have the pistol 
ready.”
 “You aren’t going to check it out?”
 “Why would I? It stopped. If it starts up again, I’ll go check it out.”
 We eventually fall asleep again, after not hearing any other sounds for a couple of hours. At first light, Leif 
wakes me up to go hiking. After a restless night, I want to sleep more, but in order to get to the trailhead at a decent 
time, we have to leave early. I step out of the tent and start heading to the truck.
 “What are you doing?” I ask Leif as he is leaning over something on the ground.
 “There are some weird tracks here, I don’t know what they are.”
 I look over his shoulder and see a track shaped like a maple leaf. Pointed edges and a long stem, almost like 
a tail, make it unique. 
 “Huh, maybe a bear with a deformed paw?”
 “No, it has four pads, almost like a mountain lion.”
 “Well, whatever it is, it made some loud noises last night.”
 “Let’s keep walking, make sure to grab the bear spray.”
 We pass by our neighbor’s camp and notice their clothes and pans are strewn around the site. We look 
closer and some of the pans have bite marks in them. 
 “Maybe we should see if they are okay,” I mention to Leif.
 “Yeah, not a bad idea. “Hello? Anyone here?”
 There is nothing but the sound of the creek nearby. All of their gear is strewn about, even their hiking gear. 
They have to be close.
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 “We’ve been looking for an hour. They aren’t here.”
 “Well, maybe they went on a hike and the animal came after they left.”
 “I’m a little freaked out, Leif.”
 “It’s fine. Let’s go on our hike and we will check in with them when we get back.”
 “You still have the pistol?”
 “Right on my belt.” 
  I jump at every little noise as we are walking. A squirrel ran up a tree, almost giving me a heart attack. Leif 
is relaxed, but alert as we make our way up the mountain. 
 “I don’t know how you can be relaxed after everything that just happened.”
 “I love the wilderness, I am just glad to be back out in it.” 
 I see something out of the corner of my eye, it turns out to be a deer hiding in the trees.
 “Can we head back to the camp soon? I feel a little jittery.”
 “Yeah, we have about a quarter of a mile left, honey.”
 I look to the side and see a glimpse of eyes. 
 “What is that!?”
 “What’s what?”
 “I saw something over in the trees that definitely was not a deer.”
 “I’m sure it was just a moose or something.”
 I look back over my shoulder, feeling the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. Nothing is there. I start 
walking forward again.
 “Something isn’t right here.”
 “I feel it too. We need to go fast back to the campsite.”
 We start jogging and Leif pulls his pistol out. 
 “Almost back to the campsite. Maybe a few hundred yards,” Leif says as he looks back to see if I am doing 
okay.
 “Leif, in front of you!”
 Between us and the campsite, stands an animal that is straight out of hell. It seems to be a mix between a 
mountain lion and an animal I have never seen before. It has antlers that would make any elk look small, jutting 
out into awkward angles, almost looking mangled. Its eyes are humanlike, blue and haunting, with a gaze that burns 
through your skin into your soul. The snout is a burnt orange color and it has a nose bigger and better than a dog. 
It has the body of a mountain lion crawling around with the finesse only a cat would possess, and a spike coming 
out of each of the claws, and along the back of its foot. The smell of rotting flesh and burnt hair hits my nose.
 “Go right, into the trees. Run!”
 We take off, but it follows close behind, gaining on us by the second.
 “We won’t outrun it,” I huff out.
 “Do you have your phone?”
 “Yeah”
 “Go off to your left. I’ll fight it off. Find some service and call for help.”
 I take off and find some cover. My phone is slow to start up. I look over and Leif has his pistol pointed at 
the animal. I type in my grandpa’s number, but it won’t connect. I only have one bar, just enough for texting. The 
air is filled with a loud crack. Leif shot at the animal, but it didn’t budge. I start heading up the hill, trying to find 
more service. Another loud crack rings out, then two more. I get to the top of the hill, and look down. It’s gaining 
on Leif. The impacts from the rounds appear to be slowing it down, but not hurting it. I redial my grandpa’s num-
ber. No answer. I try my mom’s. No answer. I leave a message with my mom, knowing she is always on her phone. 
I look down and Leif is gone, along with the animal. It’s starting to get dark. Sunset is in twenty minutes.
 “Leif? Where are you?” 
 Leif comes running out of the trees, blood running down into his eyes. The vibrant red stands out against 
his white skin, making it look like a scene in a movie. I start running, hoping the animal isn’t following. 
 “What happened? Where is it?”
 “No time…Just run.”
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 We round the corner. The animal has somehow gotten in front of us. Its spikes are ready to kill.  
 “What now?” I ask Leif, shaking with fear.
 “Shit! Shit, fuck! Stay with me. There are two.”
 “Two?”
 “We have to go, now!”
 I take my phone out and turn on the flashlight. I shine the light on the animal, so I can see it. It lets out a 
screech and backs away, as if in pain.
 “What just happened?” I ask Leif.
 “I don’t know, but God must be looking out for us. Let’s go.”
 We turn to run, but as soon as I turn the light off, the animals catch up to us. I can’t hear them, which 
means they are extremely light-footed. We keep the light pointed at them while we run to the campsite. The mon-
sters are still following, but the light from the phone seems to cause their eyes to constrict, hurting them. 
 “Where is our stuff?” I ask Leif as we get back and find everything gone.
 “Shit, these things are smart,” he says, pointing to the trees.
 I look up and see all of our clothes and supplies have been put in the highest trees possible. The only thing 
they couldn’t seem to move was our truck. 
 “Are the keys on you, Leif?”
 “Yeah, in my pocket. I can’t see very well, this damn blood. They got me above my eye.”
 “Is it bad? Do we need to wrap it?”
 “No. I’m fine.” 
 “Here, take my sweatshirt to wipe the blood away.” I tie the arms of the sweatshirt around his head to make 
sure it catches the blood.
 “We need to go.”
 I get in the truck, and Leif starts it up. I can hear my heart beating, everything else has gone quiet. The wil-
derness has been silenced. I see one of the animals as it spits out a leg. It has the same shoe as our neighbor. Where 
the leg falls to the ground, a purple flower grows impossibly fast. The monster inhales the scent of the flower, and 
its eyes get a deeper shade of blue. It steps closer. The false light seems to be failing at keeping it away. 
 “Let’s get out of here,” I say, taking a deep breath as we drive away. 
 We head down the road, as fast as we can go. Only one monster is following us. It’s the one that inhaled 
the scent of the flower. Fifty, sixty, seventy miles per hour and the animal is keeping up. It finally falls back a little 
when we get up to a hundred miles per hour. 
 “My grandpa’s place isn’t far away now. What if it follows us to the house?” I ask Leif. 
 “I don’t know. Hopefully it doesn’t. What are these things?”
 We pull up my grandpa’s driveway, knowing the monster is less than a mile behind us.
 “Hello…anyone here?”
 I walk into the house. Everything is where it should be with no sign of a struggle. 
 “Grandpa?”
 I grab a few granola bars from the table, along with a bag of candy. 
 “Jessie, come here.”
 Leif is in the shed, pointing to the ground. There is a purple flower in the middle of the floor, and as we 
keep walking, we find more. 
 “Shit!” I storm back to the truck.
 “I’m sorry, Jessie.”
 “Let’s go. It’s probably just about here.”
 We head back out and I see the animal a little ways behind us.
 “What now?” I ask.
 “We go report it to the police, I guess.”
 As we turn the corner, almost to the interstate, the animal catches up and jumps on the truck.
 “Get it off!”
 “I’m trying!”
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 Leif swerves back and forth, but the spikes dig even deeper into the truck. 
 “Shoot it, Jessie!”
 “What? I don’t know how...”
 “Jessie, do it!”
 I grab the gun, close my eyes, and shoot.
 “Don’t close your eyes, dammit!  You have to aim.”
 The animal starts hitting the windshield, trying to get in. I aim and shoot. My ears start ringing and I see 
the animal is stunned. I shoot again and it loosens its hold. Just as it starts to fall off, it grabs Leif’s arm. I shoot it 
again, but it doesn’t let go. I pull out his pocket knife and try to cut the animal away. I hear a snap and Leif lets out 
a scream. His bone is sticking out of his arm, near his elbow. 
 “Oh fuck!” I say as I try not to throw up.
 The animal finally falls off, and I take over the wheel as Leif is still hitting the gas. 
 “We need to get you to a hospital.” 
 “Yeah, you need to drive,” Leif grunts out.
 We stop for a split second to switch places and I get on the interstate. The animal seems to fall back, heading 
into the woods again.
 “Don’t look at it,” I tell Leif. “It will make it worse.”
 “Too late,” he says after looking down. “Those demons better die.”
 “I don’t know how, but I hope they do.”
 After driving for what felt like an eternity, we arrive at the hospital in Pinescreek. As they are taking Leif 
back, my phone starts ringing.
 “Mom? Is that you?”
 “What is going on? I’ve been worried sick. We left grandpa’s place shortly after you did.”
 “Oh, mom, I don’t know what just happened.”
 I tell her everything about the animals and grandpa’s place, tears streaming down my cheeks as I realize the 
full extent of it. She calls in a report for me, as I go to be with Leif. It is Friday night, but it feels like we were in the 
woods for a year.
. . .
 “Are you ready for your appointment?” I ask Leif, putting on my coat.
 “Yeah, I just have to find my keys.”
 “In your pocket?”
 “No, I checked there.”
 “I mean your coat pocket.”
 “Oh, found them.”
 “How’s your arm feeling, today?”
 “The same.”
 “Hopefully physically therapy will help the pain.”
 I drop Leif off at the doctor, and run into town to grab some groceries. It’s been four months since our 
encounter with what the government now calls the Bastet Lions. The paw print looks like a mountain lion track, 
and Bastet Lion means the “mother of all lions.” The only sign of what we encountered was a paw print. No other 
evidence has been found. So far they’ve learned that they only inhabit that particular part of the woods, because the 
purple flower doesn’t grow anywhere else. 
 Leif has extensive nerve damage in his left arm, making it unbearably painful. The doctor believes physical 
therapy will help, but is not positive. He is taking off work while he heals, and spends most of his time in the woods. 
Despite what happened, he still loves it there. I have yet to go back out, although I do want to.
 After I pick up some groceries, I stop by work.
 “Hey, Nick. I’m surprised to see you here on a Saturday.”
 “Hey, Jessie. You know me, always working. I was about to call you. Trish has something planned for you 
at seven tonight. She wants you to be available and ready in your best outfit.”
 “Oh, really. Does this have to do with the surprise planned before our camping trip?” 
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 “That’s all she told me.”
 “Okay, tell her it’s done,” I say as I grab my notebook filled with drafts for my novel.
. . .
 I put on the other earring, completing my outfit for tonight. Leif comes around the corner, dressed in his 
most expensive attire yet. A nice blue button up shirt that matches my dress, and dress pants. We picked the blue 
to match the color of my eyes. 
 “You look beautiful” 
 “And you don’t look so bad, either,” I say as I check the time. “It’s seven. I think Trish knows we’re leav-
ing.”
 “Well, how could she not. You only talk about Paris every day,” he says with a smirk.
 “Well, we haven’t officially made the decision.”
 “Jess, we both have jobs lined up in Paris, the most romantic and adventurous place in the world. It’s offi-
cial. You are going to be an author in one of the most inspiring places, and I am going to get back to doing what I 
love. Being out in the woods doing some consultant forestry. Of course Trish knows.”
 “Yeah, but you haven’t mentioned to anyone that you are also going to be tracking those monsters to get 
more information. Someone reported an event similar to ours thousands of years ago. I doubt it’s the same thing.”
 “Well, then you know I will be safe.”
 Trish honks, letting us know it’s time, and we head out the door. She brings us to her place and it’s trans-
formed into a going away party. I enjoy the last night in Pinescreek, the last night with my friends and family, but 
my mind is still occupied with thoughts and nightmares from the Bastet Lions. No one else in that area reported 
seeing anything, not even the purple flowers. Everyone acts like it was a bear that looked different, but I know what 
I saw. I need some space and go into the empty and abandoned backyard. I take some deep breaths, reveling in the 
peaceful night. My earring falls and I bend down to pick it up, only to see a group of purple flowers at my feet.
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Carrying Home 
  by Emma Treut
 My sister liked to call my dog ditzy, but I preferred to say she was independent. Sweetie looked like a lady, 
but when the vet had micro chipped her, she hadn’t flinched at the needle between her shoulder blades. Last year I 
left my hometown of Bozeman, and moved to Missoula with my dog. We’d never lived alone. 
 A few weeks into September, Sweetie and I went to Alpine Veterinary Service. Sweetie’s urinary tract infec-
tion wasn’t getting better after her round of antibiotics from my vet in Bozeman. The vet from Missoula came into 
the exam room, grey haired and steady, with Sweetie’s slim folder in his hands. He sent us home with a different 
round of antibiotics, and the receipt for the bill.
 I slid Sweetie’s pills into cheese or peanut butter twice daily, and she ate them with either complete clue-
lessness, or a sense of trust. I could never tell which. We went on hikes every day before I left for school, because 
neither of us could stand the idea of walking around the neighborhood with a leash. We were country girls at heart. 
She’d bound into my truck, her short corgi legs having no problem clearing the gap. Sweetie could go for miles on 
the trails, running in the brush, but she would always circle back to check on me after a particularly thrilling chase, 
appearing on the trail with the largest dog smile. I sometimes thought her mouth might unhinge like a snake, and 
that her tongue was longer than the length of her head. I wondered at the logistics of it. She still strained to pee on 
our walks, pausing to urinate even when nothing came out, but I had faith in the antibiotics. They just hadn’t given 
me the right kind yet, that was all. 
 That week, I went hiking with my mom’s friend and her dog in the woods along Rattlesnake creek. The dogs 
roamed here and there through the yellow tinged brush, disappearing, only to reappear a moment later. Sweetie 
peed on nearly every tree along the trail, and blood dripped out onto the dirt on more than one occasion. When my 
mom’s friend asked, I told her it was a bladder infection, even though I’d started to doubt the diagnosis. I tried to 
stare at Sweetie clinically, measuring her health from an outsider’s perspective. She looked worse from that distance, 
as if I hadn’t spent every day with her. I tried to let the feeling pass, but it wouldn’t. I knew I couldn’t carry it with 
me, but I did. 
 A few weeks later, my friend and I carpooled to the main Rattlesnake trailhead, and we headed out from 
there. Both of our dogs strained on their leashes. We hiked six miles that fall day, chatting along the way until one 
of us realized that we’d already been hiking for an hour and a half, and that we still had homework to do. Every few 
minutes, Sweetie would pause, and squat, pause and squat. She’d be off again with nothing to show for her trouble, 
but I tried to ignore the cycle. I tried to forget when I went hiking. Forget that school was somehow harder here, 
alone, than at home in Bozeman. I tried to forget what I didn’t know, and couldn’t fix. Leaves crumbled into the 
dirt of the path with every step, and the cliffs to our right were stark in the afternoon chill. 
 I got home in the dark that night, and Sweetie strained, and started bleeding onto the carpet. I pressed paper 
towels to her bottom, and the blood soaked through them. I laid her down on her side, stretched out and facing the 
door. I tried to talk to her, but couldn’t, so I stroked the entire length of her with one hand. My hands shook. They 
were steadied only by the need for constant pressure to stop the bleeding. The paper towels decorated my living 
room, and stood out, white with dashes of red against mud brown carpet. I called my friend, and didn’t try to hide 
the breathlessness, as I would’ve before. Should I take her in, or shouldn’t I? Someone tell me what to do. My friend 
told me to just wait and see, but to do what I thought was right. I thanked her, and managed to hang up the phone 
while I started a pros and cons list of a trip to the vet. 
 I called, already reaching for the phone before I’d made up my mind. I dragged her, straining to my truck. I 
drove her to the Pet Emergency Center, rigid with panic, with the GPS on my phone calling out directions. I didn’t 
trust myself to make it there on my own. I walked her into the Pet Emergency Center, and we were led right into 
the back, taking a left into a perfectly white room with a stainless steel exam table. Blood dripped out of Sweetie as 
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we waited for the vet. It shone on the linoleum floor, red against white. I told her to be patient, and that help was on 
the way, but she sat there quaking. We listened for footsteps. The footsteps stopped at our door, and it swung open. 
A young male vet examined her, and when I asked him what was wrong, all he could say was that she was blocked. 
He wasn’t sure why. He told me he’d have to thread a catheter in her to release the urine. The vet said I was right to 
bring her in, and that she would have had a burst bladder by morning. He whisked her to the back within moments. 
She spent the night in the clinic, and he assured me that someone would be there to monitor her all night. I drove 
home, alone in the dark. 
 The next day, I brought her home from the Pet Emergency Center. Sweetie fell asleep as soon as she stretched 
out on the floral rug in my apartment, and I was grateful that she was there. Her hips splayed out to form a heart 
shape as she snoozed. Sweetie rose when she heard me scoop food into her bowl, ever the food aficionado. Sweetie 
was where she was needed. 
 A few days later, I took her to her appointment at Alpine Veterinary Service, and the vet said that there was 
only one test left we could do. He said that I should make an appointment with a specialist, who would ultrasound 
Sweetie, and we would hopefully get an accurate diagnosis. It was a test that I had hoped we wouldn’t need, the 
priciest test yet, and the vet had tried to save me the expense of it until it was necessary. As he’d said it, I’d dreaded 
it, because an ultrasound in this situation meant that we would be checking for cancer. Sweetie couldn’t have cancer; 
she was lively and still barked for far too long whenever someone walked by the apartment. 
 I still held out hope when I walked into the Pet Emergency Center to meet with the specialist. The room 
was silent when the elderly vet came in and turned on the ultrasound machine and computer. He tilted the screens 
to face the exam table with precise movements, as if he might be someone comfortable with routine. I lifted Sweetie 
onto the exam table and wrapped my arms around her neck, and under her belly, holding her steady. A dog bone 
patterned blanket covered the stainless steel exam table, and the colors stood out against the metallic shine. The vet 
was businesslike in his movements, as if this part of his job depended on his distance from the client and pet. I did 
not blame him, and held Sweetie steady as he pressed the ultrasound wand under her belly, and against her bladder. 
He moved the wand, and images of Sweetie’s bladder showed up on the screen, swirling grey and fuzzy until he 
stilled over a particular area.  
 I became stiff, with Sweetie still restrained in my arms. We had finally reached a diagnosis. The vet started to 
talk, quickly and efficiently. I couldn’t understand what he was saying, but I’d known in that moment that she wasn’t 
okay, and that my fears had come true. Cancer. He said something about odds, and how usually he sees cancer in the 
bladder, and not in the urethra, like the kind she had. I asked him if he was sure it was cancer, and he said the only 
way to know for sure was to biopsy it. He said the placement of her cancer was not an option for biopsy, because 
he said by drawing a piece out, he would only agitate the cancer, and cause it to spread more quickly. I trusted his 
judgment on it. I asked him how long she had, and he couldn’t say for sure. He said that chemo was an expensive 
option, and he thought it wouldn’t help with this type of cancer anyway. 
 I walked out of the office with Sweetie beside me, and a prescription of Piroxicam, a drug that had anti-can-
cer properties. I called it in to Montana Compounding Pharmacy sitting in my parked truck. I don’t remember my 
voice shaking on the phone, just a step-by-step process running through my head. Call them, drive home, you can’t 
cry and drive at the same time. Wait until you get home, and I did. I called my mom when I stepped through the 
door, already short of breath. I gasped in the re-telling, and tears must have been falling down my face as I paced in 
my bedroom. I rested my stomach on the edge of the bed, before moving again. Sweetie still wagged her stub of a 
tail when I stroked her. 
 Sweetie couldn’t have cancer; she was only seven years old. She was supposed to live for another seven years. 
That’s what all of the books said about the average life expectancy of a corgi, and they couldn’t be wrong. I waited 
for the drug to work. I waited for her symptoms to start slowly disappearing over the weeks that followed, but they 
didn’t. I thought the drug was meant to give us more time together. It was meant to give her a life expectancy of 
another six months, or maybe even a year. I read a scientific article on the Internet about Piroxicam, and how in 
some cases dogs had even gone into remission. 
 Sweetie squatted on the fall grass of the yard for minutes, and then looked up at me with glazed eyes. Noth-
ing came out. I called the vet, and minutes seemed wasted. I rushed her to the vet before my first class, repeating her 
problem to the woman at the front desk, who nodded and gave me a sympathetic smile. I talked to the vet on my 
81
lunch break, and he told me the cancer was growing, blocking off her urethra. They would have to weave a catheter 
through to unblock her. I gave the okay, the only choice there seemed to be. I stopped by after school to drop off 
her medication, and raw dog food patties. She smelled of urine, and disinfectant when I took her out of her kennel 
to kiss her. She stayed overnight in one of the stainless steel kennels in the back, with the catheter still in place. I 
brought her home the next day. She still liked to lay stretched out, belly up on the floor of the living room, sleeping 
the afternoon away. She never snored though, and I figured that it was fitting of the lady that she was. 
 I had to take her to the vet’s to be unblocked every few weeks. It was a cycle of close monitoring, walking 
through the neighborhood, and then trips to the vet when she couldn’t pee. When I dropped her off at the vet’s, I 
was afraid that someone would say that the frequency of our trips meant that it was time to put her down. The vet 
merely took her every time, and I was grateful for that. I thought maybe he knew I wasn’t ready for that discussion, 
but I couldn’t be sure. She slept longer every time she came back from an overnight trip to the vet’s. 
 Winter break arrived, and I drove home for the holidays with Sweetie in the backseat. For a twenty-pound 
dog she could produce a lot of hair, so she was always relegated to the floor in the cab of the truck. She never seemed 
to mind. Sweetie and I pulled into the driveway at mom’s house, where the hideous brown siding of the farmhouse 
against the snow made a drab picture from the road. 
 On a Sunday during that winter break, I hugged mom tightly, and didn’t want to let go. We sat at the rough-
hewn kitchen table, with the dogs at our feet. Mom told me Sweetie wasn’t herself. She said she thought it was time, 
but that it was my decision. I knelt next to Sweetie on the wood floor, and her eyes were glazed. She leaned into 
my touch. I told Mom I wasn’t sure. She still wagged her tail. Dogs who were ready to die didn’t do that. She still 
leaned into me when I stroked her, and licked my hands over and over with loving strokes of her tongue. I backed 
away a little, and watched her from a new distance. I thought I might have seen her tremble as she sat there on the 
floor. As I watched Sweetie, her image started to shift for me. She seemed different; something had changed that 
I couldn’t quite understand. It wasn’t that she wouldn’t wag her tail, because she still would, but I thought maybe 
it was a way of pleasing me now. I couldn’t justify another trip to the vet for more treatments that only prolonged 
her pain. I couldn’t tell myself that I needed her to get through my semester anymore. I would have to let her go. I 
would never be ready for it, but in that moment, it didn’t matter. It was for her, it wasn’t for me. 
 My mom, stepdad, and I drove to Pet Emergency Trauma Services (P.E.T.S.) in the grey pickup truck. I sat 
in the back seat with Sweetie as we drove all the way across town. We pulled into the parking lot, and I led Sweetie 
in on her fuchsia leash. Sweetie came in briskly, checking out every smell she could reach as I signed her euthanasia 
papers. I couldn’t understand what the papers said, but I signed them anyway. We waited in a room with pale walls, 
and a raised stainless steel exam table. I sat on the wooden bench against the wall, while my mom and stepdad sat 
in the chairs on the far side of the room. The vet gave her Chex Mix out of a paper cup after she’d listened to her 
heart. She gave her chocolate next, and I thought it was fitting. Sweetie had always loved our unattended Easter 
basket treats. The vet asked if we were ready, and I didn’t know how to answer her, but I nodded. She gave Sweetie 
a sedative, and then left the room. I sat on the wooden bench, with Sweetie relaxed on my lap, wrapped in a thick 
blanket. When the vet came back, Sweetie was limp in my arms. I held her and stroked her as the pink liquid was 
shot into her heart. I waited with Sweetie, and it seemed to be just us. I looked up, and the vet nodded. My mom 
cried, and I kept stroking her. I thought, thank you, thank you. 
 Sitting on the floor with Sweetie, I’d thought maybe I shouldn’t have let her go so soon, that maybe I’d 
shortened her life by days, or even weeks. Once I’d made that decision, and she’d grown still in my arms, I hadn’t 
regretted it. Letting go can be a good thing. Sweetie was my piece from home when we were in Missoula. It was 
fitting that she passed away in our hometown, because I know that I can’t take a big enough piece of home with me 
to a new place. It isn’t possible to pack up enough things from home to hold me over until I return there. I needed 
to find a part of me that was okay with not living with my parents, that was able to let go just enough to create a 
space for me to be there in Missoula. I needed to leave behind the parts of me that were waiting for my life back in 
Bozeman. Sweetie was part of home for me. I didn’t have a completely self-sufficient lifestyle in Missoula after she 
left, but I think letting go of Sweetie contributed to a move forward in my life. When I think about Sweetie now all 
I can really say is thank you, thank you for helping me move toward my own life. 
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Skyline
  by Emma Treut 
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Gravity
   by McKenzie Watterson
 I tried not to cry as a grin stretched across my face. If I gave into the tears filling my eyes, people would start staring 
at the girl bawling in the middle of Centennial Park. I could not believe the phone call had been real, but I double-checked 
and googled the number. So, it was true. I had a meeting with Tom Harrison. After everything, the months of floundering 
in a strange city, Tom Harrison, the biggest music producer in Nashville, wanted to hear my voice. I imagined showing up 
on my father’s doorstep, contract in one hand and champagne in the other. He would finally understand why I left.  I freed 
my tears, slung my guitar from my shoulders into my hands, and began to strum. Let them stare. Soon they’d have to buy 
a ticket to hear my music. 
. . .
 Four years later, I focused on the last chip of paint left on the door, illuminated by the Maryville Bar sign 
flashing above. Tying my starched apron around my waist, I stole a few moments in the crisp air. At home, dad was 
probably playing Candyland for the thousandth time with Sara. Hands destined for guitar strings, wasted on plastic 
pawns, I wanted to crush that damn candy cane forest. In the bar, patrons clamored for drinks. But in the cold 
parking lot, I was free. When I opened the bar door, years of cigarette smoke and spilled liquor washed over me. For 
a moment, I drowned. 
 “You really suck, you know that?” Laurie brushed by me, empty glasses in hand.
 “Why are you still on shift?” 
 “Jim wants you to sing tonight. Some bigwig just walked in. Guess who is stuck with your tables.” 
 I pulled at my burgundy polyester waitress uniform, not exactly what I usually wore on singing nights and 
definitely not what I used to wear to perform in Nashville. French maid/diner chick crossover would have to be the 
look for the evening. Wonderful. 
 “And I have been dealing with Mr. Higgins over there all night.” Laurie huffed after another table of 
smudged glasses.
 “I’ll cover one of your shifts next week, ok?” I offered. An extra shift next week meant eight more hours, 
about fifty dollars before tips. If tips were good, I’d hide away as much as ten dollars. To hell with the awful uniform, 
bring on the microphone. 
 Raucous laughter from the bar pulled me from my calculations. Jim and his regulars were never hard to find. 
I debated whether or not to tell him that one of the strings of ceiling lights was flickering. 
 “Hey Jim,” I crossed over to the bar, “it usually works out a lot better for the both of us if you let me know 
more than five minutes before you want me to sing.” I decided to let him figure out the lights on his own. It could 
be my new experiment. 
 “How was I supposed to know Roy would be back in town?”
 “Roy? Since when did anyone in this town care about him?” I hadn’t thought about Roy in a long time. I 
remembered watching his soft brown hair in the back of biology class, and English, and calculus—it was a small 
school. He always wore a Ramones t-shirt and muttered the correct answers below his breath. 
 “Apparently he’s working for some producer now. Harrison or something? Anyway, thought I’d show him 
our local talent!”
. . .
 The butterflies in my stomach got worse with each lurch of the bus. Jesus, did the bus driver get out of training 
yesterday? If everything went well, bus L19 would arrive at Mr. Harrison’s office at 11:37, twenty-three minutes early for 
my meeting. And I had a backup plan. If something happened with the bus, I brought all $46.25 I had to my name to 
pay for a cab. There was no way I was going to miss that meeting. Some busybody in mom jeans glared at me, then at my 
guitar, resting in the seat next to me. My gaze met hers as I pushed the guitar even further into its own space. Today, it 
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deserved to take up a seat.
  I forced air down deep into my lungs. Nervous and tight windpipes would not bode well for my performance. 
Someone on the bus had pungent takeout. What was that? Chinese? Italian? Sewage? The bus stopped abruptly and my 
stomach flipped again. I could not remember ever feeling this lightheaded or nauseous, not because of nerves anyway. I 
took more deep breaths, sure to suck air through my mouth instead of my nose. Nerves didn’t usually upset me this much. 
The schedule flashed above the bus window, only two more stops to go. My knees began to shake when I stood. With only 
one stop left, I lifted my guitar and moved toward the bus doors. The brakes of the bus screeched. Suddenly the floor was 
rushing towards me, then nothing. 
. . .
 Harrison. The name loomed large. Jim turned back to serving his friends and I rolled my eyes. Typical. I 
began the familiar motions of preparing the stage for my set.  Speakers, a microphone on a stand, a lonely light. 
It would have taken all of five minutes if the speakers had been working right. Dad’s Gibson called to me from 
its stand at home. My fingers itched for mahogany curves and strings across the maple bridge. But last week, Sara 
knocked it down. Now a crack crept across its side. Without the guitar, I had to resort to thin karaoke tracks. With 
each passing minute, more people trickled into the bar, everyone asking their neighbor just who this Roy was. 
 “Oh, he’s Cheryl and Dean’s kid, remember?”
 “Oh, he was that shy one.”
 “Well, he’s not so quiet now! I wonder if he is single? You know, my Maureen broke up with that awful 
boyfriend of hers…”
 I think a few people even pointed. Roy was off in the corner nursing a drink and ignoring their looks. I left 
him alone. I remembered the weight of stares from my own homecoming. Jim ambled up to the stage, adjusting his 
belt as he moved. 
 “Alrighty folks,” the mic spiked when Jim spoke, “tonight our girl June’s singing again. Enjoy.” He was al-
ready on his way back to the bar. The patrons fell silent as all eyes turned to me. The opening chords of the music 
crept out from the speakers. 
. . .
 I nearly ripped the IV out of my arm when I woke up. “My meeting! Did I miss my meeting?” my voice sounded 
distant, scratchy. 
 “Whoa there,” the nurse changing the drip bag gently pushed me into the bed. 
 “Where is my guitar?” This time a wave of nausea sent me back to my pillow. My eyes scanned the room, but ev-
erything was sterile, white and straight, with no familiar mahogany curves. 
 “No one had a guitar when they brought you in,” the nurse at least tried to look concerned. “Hey, wait! Would you 
just lie down? You’re going to faint again.”
 “Again?” Well, fainting would explain a few things. 
 “Lie down!  It’s not good for the baby.”
 That stopped me. “What baby?” 
 “Oh my God, you didn’t know?” This time her concern was real. “Honey, you’re pregnant.”
. . .
 My voice rose to meet the music. Something always brings me back to you / It never takes too long. With the 
opening stanzas, I was transported back to a time before Sara, when there weren’t sticky hands and Maryville bake 
sales to anchor me, back when escape seemed possible. Set me free / Leave me be / I don’t want to fall another moment 
into your gravity. My cheeks pulled back awkwardly, the smile unintentional. 
 Then someone coughed. Another table returned to their conversation. Noises of clinking glasses and shift-
ing chairs washed the smile from my lips. The enchantment lifted. My voice drowned beneath the patrons and their 
drinks, stuck singing lyrics and melodies crafted for someone else. I gave in and sang crowd favorites for the rest of 
my set. At least then a few people nodded with the rhythm. I guess artistic integrity wandered the streets of Nash-
ville with my lost guitar, far from the patrons of Maryville Bar.
 Laurie left within seconds of my last song. I don’t think I was even off the stage before she was out the door.
 Roy was still at his table, but Jim had him cornered. I could hear him demanding tales from the “big city” 
from across the room. Roy’s feet drummed under the table. Anxiety or irritation? I cleared tables, making my way 
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across the bar to them. 
 “Hey Jim,” I interrupted, “I think your pals need help staying on their stools.”
 “Those drunks!” he laughed as he pushed away from the table and made his way back to the counter. 
 Roy almost let me leave before he said, “Thanks.”
 “Anytime. It’s easy forget how intense they are.” I moved to the next table, but caught his grin out of the 
corner of my eye. Before long, all the patrons trickled out. The people of Maryville could only handle so much 
excitement on a Saturday night. They had church in the morning, you know. Soon, Roy was the only one left. 
 “Is there anything else I can get you?” my voice startled him.
 “Whiskey, neat,” he paused then added a hasty, “Please.” I felt his gaze follow me until I returned with the 
drink. “You want to sit for a while?” he asked. 
 I thought of Sara’s laundry waiting for me at home. The broken guitar. “Won’t all my other customers feel 
neglected?” I laughed at the empty bar as I sat.
 “You know, you’re not half bad.” He looked at his drink. 
 “Well, it’s not hard to pour whiskey in a glass.”
 “I meant your voice,” he warmed. “We always knew your dad could play like the pros, but I had no idea you 
sang.” 
 “No one did. Not until I left, anyway.” 
 “Well, if I had heard that voice in high school, it would have destroyed my teenage heart.” 
 Really? I doubted the kid in the Ramones t-shirts would’ve even noticed my voice.  “Good thing you’re a 
worldly music producer now,” I tried not to smile, “immune to my siren call.”
 “I mean it, though. You’ve got something. I think Mr. Harrison would really like you.”
 “He did,” I felt a hint of pride swell, “I had a meeting with him the day I found out about Sara. She’s my 
daughter.” As we talked, hours passed in minutes. I felt a long-forgotten spark alight. Maybe I had saved enough. 
Packing up my life would take only minutes. If Roy could get me another meeting with Harrison, it would change 
everything. I could get out of this town, go on tour, see the world. I stopped myself. I had to take this one step at a 
time. 
. . .
 The payphone clashed as I slammed it down. Why the hell wasn’t anyone answering today? I called Mr. Harrison’s 
office three times, my father eight times. That’s fifty-five unanswered rings. I dug into my pockets. No more loose change, 
just the emergency seventeen dollars.  I refused to think about using that. If my guitar hadn’t been off roaming the streets 
of Nashville without me, I could have played a few songs, filled my open case with a few dollars. The management at this 
bus station never bothered buskers. I looked down at my still-flat stomach. I wanted to scream, to pound my fists into the 
station walls until they bled, make such a scene that absolutely no one in Nashville could ignore me. Instead, I curled up 
on the bench behind me, seventeen dollars and two unwanted lives protected by the curve of my spine. When I woke up, 
the bench’s pattern echoed on my skin.  The corners of my eyes stung as I walked up to the ticket window. 
 “One ticket to Maryville please.”
 “That’ll be seventeen dollars.” 
 I gave him everything I had. 
. . .
 “June,” Jim interrupted, “I’m headed out. Close up when you go home.” The faulty string flickered goodbye 
as he shut the door. 
 “I should get back to Sara.” I stood to leave and Roy stood with me. I let him walk me to my car. The stars 
fought against the neon-pink bar sign as it flashed. 
 “This place hasn’t changed at all,” he lingered. 
 “You’re lucky, Mr. Producer Man,” I kicked the parking lot gravel. “You have somewhere else to go.” 
 “They don’t have stars like this in Nashville,” he shrugged. I watched a fly bash again and again into the 
neon-tubes. His shy fingers reached out to brush mine. I took his hand. 
 “Do you really think Mr. Harrison would want to see me?” 
 Roy pulled me to him. His kiss was gentle, made to match his soft voice and careful smile. I wove my fingers 
into his soft hair and for a moment, I felt like the June I was in Nashville, full of promise. I pulled a breath away.
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 “You didn’t answer my question.” I smiled under his lips. 
 He laughed. “Don’t tell me you’re just kissing me to get a meeting with Harrison.”
 “Me?” I flirted, “Never!”
 “Good.”
 He smiled and kissed me again. He pulled me closer, his lips growing frantic, desperate. I coaxed him to a 
calmer pace and broke away.
 “I better get going.” I knelt to pick up my purse, wondering when I had dropped it. “Sara’s at home.”
He nodded, but caught my arm as I turned to leave. 
 “Can I tell you something?” he asked, eyes brimming. I nodded. 
 “I’m not home for just a visit.” He avoided my gaze. “I lost my job. With Harrison. I’m back for good.”
 “Oh,” I pulled my arm from his grasp. 
 “So, since I’m going to be around for a while, I was hoping maybe you’d like to get dinner with me some-
time?”
 In that moment, I saw our future. A few dates and then he would meet Sara. My dad would love him, so he 
would invite him to Thanksgiving. Next year, he would propose to me at his mother’s Christmas Eve party. Wed-
ding invitations would go out by hand, and of course, the rehearsal dinner would be right here at the bar. My whole 
word zoomed in to the town borders.  
. . .
 When my father opened the door, he didn’t say a word. I suddenly wished I had picked up the phone just once in 
the hundred times he called. New worry lines spread across his forehead, inspired by a runaway daughter. He loomed in 
the opening. 
 “What are you doing here?”
 My mind raced, scanning for reasons to turn around, searching for other options. I smelled the ten-year-old mix 
of potpourri and coffee wafting from the house. 
 “Well?”
 “I don’t have anywhere else to go,” I looked down, but saw him cross his arms, filling the doorway even more. 
“You’re,” I forced the words, “You’re going to be a grandfather.”
 For a moment, disbelief crossed his eyes, then they brightened and he smiled. He suffocated me in a hug and drew 
me back into the house.  
. . .
 “No.” I whispered. Confusion crossed Roy’s eyes. “No,” I repeated and pushed him away. Tears welled in my 
eyes. “You were out!” my voice raised. “You were out. Why the hell did you come back here?”
 I strode for my car across the parking lot, ignoring his calls. I was so foolish to have placed my hope in him. 
He was clutched in the town just like everyone else in the county. He had it all, everything he needed to stay out, 
and he still came crawling back to this hellhole. I jammed my keys into the ignition and started doing the math. 
If I spent a hundred on a pawnshop guitar, I had enough to make it a few weeks if I lived at the Y. Busking would 
stretch the money further. My heart raced. I imagined the Leaving Maryville sign disappearing behind me. 
 Light from the hallway fell across Sara’s sleeping features as I opened the door to our shared room. The clock 
flashed 2:43am. Dad’s snores shook the house. Crossing to Sara’s bed, I nearly tripped over a stuffed dragon. Sara 
breathed deeply, and I knelt to smell the sleep in her hair. 
 I grabbed the suitcase from our closet and threw clothes into it. I shoved my diner uniform in the garbage 
and slipped into a dark hoodie and jeans. Sara stirred in her sleep. I watched her for a long moment. 
 “Mamma, you’re home,” she murmured into the covers. 
 “Sorry I woke you, sweetie.” I sat at the edge of her bed. “Did you have fun with grandpa tonight?”
 “Mhmm,” she yawned.
 “Better get back to sleep,” I snugged the blanket up around her cheeks. 
 I was already reaching for the suitcase, tears flowing freely, when the question rose from the covers. 
 “Can you sing me a bedtime song?”
 “Sure, honey.” I moved back to the edge of her bed, reluctant. Something always brings me back to you / It 
never takes too long. As I sang, I stroked her cheek, waiting for her eyelids to droop. Instead, her eyes widened. She 
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rose with the melody, sitting up, mouth agape. A neighborhood dog barked, a car horn honked, but she rested en-
raptured in my song.
 “I want to do that,” she whispered when I had finished. Her fingers reached out to trace my lips. “Will you 
teach me, mamma?”
 “In the morning,” I promised. Forgetting about the suitcase, I crawled into bed with her and pulled her 
close and warm. For the second time that evening, I felt promise return, the future beating in my chest. As I cradled 
Sara, our world expanded across town lines, mountains, cities, and oceans. 
 Sara’s breath slowed to an even rhythm. 
 “Let me tell you a story,” I whispered to her, “about where you are from. We’re going to go there again some-
day. You and me, we’re going to Nashville.”
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Just Write About This
  by Hanna Ziegler
 My family and I have a group chat and we conference call all the time.
 Weird? Maybe.
 Inconvenient? Only rarely.
 I don’t remember when it started, although I imagine it was around the same time I went to college. My 
older brother, Nathaniel, couldn’t rely on Mom and Dad to keep me up-to-date anymore. It may even have been 
his idea for all I know. If I try and scroll back that far in my text history, my phone has a heart attack and kicks me 
out of my messages.
 “Hi, Baby Girl!”
 My mother has called me that for as long as I’ve been alive.
 “Hi,” I say, wrapping a blanket around me and curling up in what my roommate affectionately calls my 
cave. I am a Freshman and still not sure what that means.
 “What’s new?” she asks. I can hear her settling down into the squeaky rocking chair she likes to sit in.  
“It’s been ages since you’ve called me.”
 “It’s been, like, two days,” I say, peering out from under my lofted bed to check my roommates calendar. In 
fact, it’s been three, but I don’t correct myself.
 “Ages,” she agrees.
 “Whatever,” I say, wrapping my blanket more securely around my feet. “You’d be upset if I only called once 
a day.”
 She laughs, and I smile because that’s what I wanted most when I called her. At the moment, it’s the only 
thing I feel like I’m good at. I try very hard not to start crying right then and there, and end up blinking a mile a 
minute.
 “This is true,” she says. “I can’t help it. I miss you.”
 I am unable to hold in the tears at this point. They roll slowly and silently down my face. Not for the first 
time, I am grateful that my roommate has a social life and has no intention of coming back until much, much later.
 “I miss you too. How are you?” I ask, trying to get the attention off me until I can collect myself. I have 
something very important to tell her, but I already know that I won’t. If I can’t even hear her voice without bursting 
into tears, there is no way I can tell her what happened.
 We talk for an hour and a half. Dad comes home about half way through and Mom puts me on speaker-
phone. Dad doesn’t say much, but I can sense him on the other end, a large and cozy presence sitting in the periph-
eral.
 I never collect myself, but I manage not to cry again until after Mom hangs up. 
. . .
 Nathaniel has this way of saying my name, like at heart we are still three and seven years old and he’s still 
allowed to be whiny and demanding. It involves dragging out the last syllable as long as possible, which, over a text, 
extends to the excessive pressing of an ‘a.’
 I’m glad that nearly fifteen years later we haven’t yet outgrown this.
  Hannaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa
  Thaniiiiieeeeeeeeeeeel
  When are you coming to Bozeman?
 This is from Nathaniel, who was about as ecstatic as he ever gets when I told him I was coming for a long 
weekend in October. What I haven’t told him is that my need to get away is as strong as my need to see family.
  As soon as I get out of class on Friday.
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  Ok. You want me to make you something or just go out for dinner?
 Food honestly hadn’t occurred to me. Which proves how un-adult I still am.
  Fine with either.
  Ok. I’ll make a roast.
 I have no complaints about this plan so I respond only with the emoji that has heart eyes. He’s a better cook 
than me, so there are no doubts of being satisfied with my future meal.
 Nathaniel isn’t the kind to say something he doesn’t mean over a text, so when he responds with “LOL” I 
know he means it.
  Oh, and I made an appt. for your car at 9am. Thought you’d want to sleep in.
  … You’re the worst. But thanks anyway.
  LOL. You’re welcome.
. . .
 My roommate is on the phone with her boyfriend when my parents call. I grab my headphones off the desk 
and leave, honestly glad for the excuse to do so. So far, two years living with her has turned out to be a year too long 
for me.
 “Hello?”
 It occurs to me that I always say it like a question, like the days of being butt-dialed aren’t quite over.
 “Hi,” my dad says.
 “Hi,” Mom says from somewhere much further away.
 “Hi,” I say, knocking on the door across the hall from my own where my friend, Nicole, lives. We are soph-
omores now. “Hold on guys, I need a minute to get situated.”
 “Us too,” Dad says. “Mama quit cleaning, your daughter’s on the phone.”
 I ignore this because the door is opening. “Hi,” I say. “Merrill’s on the phone with David. Can I talk to my 
parents in here or will that bother you?”
 It’s a testament to our friendship that Nicole just smirks and stands aside, making a grand sweeping gesture 
to usher me inside. “I was just leaving. Tell your units hi for me.”
 “Ok, I’m back,” I say. “Nicole says hi.”
 “Tell her hi back,” Mom says.
 I pass this along while Mom starts interrogating me about why I’m in Nicole’s room instead of my own.
 I explain. “Merrill’s almost done telling David about dinner, which means that in another five minutes she’ll 
be telling him—” I adopt the most sickening, simpering voice I can muster, “—And then you called and the best 
part of my day started.”
 My dad lets out a laugh somewhere between disbelief and sympathy.
 “She doesn’t actually say that does she?” Mom asks.
 “Only every day,” I say. We move on to talking about classes. There is next to nothing new to report, but I 
manage to kill about fifteen minutes talking before Dad interrupts.
 “Nathaniel can join now. Can I add him into the conversation?”
 I agree, resigning myself to the fact that whatever other things I had wanted to discuss will now be pushed 
back in the agenda. I try hard not to feel bitter about this, and as soon as I hear Nathaniel’s voice, I’m not.
 The conversation is light and general at first, but when Mom asks him what’s new, he wastes no time in 
laying it out. “Well, it looks like Melissa is thinking of moving up to Bozeman.”
 There are no crickets, but it takes everyone a moment to react.
 “Oh, that’ll be exciting,” I say. I am the first one to recover. “Then she can come visit me!” They’d been dat-
ing for about six years at that point, and she was as good as my older sister in my opinion.
 “Does she know where she’s going to live?” Mom asked. It’s the nice way of asking whether or not she’s 
moving in with Nathaniel.
 “No,” Nathaniel says. “She just started looking seriously a while ago. She doesn’t even know if she’ll have a 
job right away.”
 “Well I hope she finds something,” Mom says.
 “Me too,” I say, though I can feel the mood of the conversation dropping. “In other exciting news,” I say, 
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staring at Nicole’s ceiling, grateful that she’s left on some unknown errand. “I ran a mile at the gym today and it 
didn’t hurt.”
. . .
 It’s a picture of a truck that’s lifted so high another car could fit underneath it. The picture came from 
Nathaniel, and because it is unaccompanied by any sort of descriptive text, I can only assume one of two things. 
The first is that he’s still typing out the message, in which case I’ll receive a novel via text in the next five minutes. 
The second is that he thinks the picture is speaking for itself. I’m betting on the former. I respond before the novel 
reaches me.
  Wow. I’m sorry about the size of your penis, sir.
 I receive no reprimand from my mother, either because she’s at work or because she thinks it’s funny but 
doesn’t want to admit it. The response from my father is only two words.
  No kidding.
 But Nathaniel’s response is the one that makes me laugh hardest.
  Always nice to have an English major in the family. Sums up your paragraph in a
  sentence without even seeing the paragraph.
. . .
 My parents get a puppy and begin obsessively sending pictures. It is both adorable and annoying.
 They get him from an animal shelter a day after he is brought in. The shelter calls him Bam Bam, which, in 
hind sight, is still very fitting, but my parents decide to rename him Strider.
 “Because he’s scruffy and cute like that guy from those movies,” Mom says.
 “His name is Aragorn, Mom,” Nathaniel says. I am no help because I am laughing.
 Nathaniel and I affectionately dub him Little Brother, and Nathaniel laughs himself stupid when I start 
complaining about how spoiled Strider is.
 “Not nice having a younger sibling, is it?” he asks over the phone one night. “Just imagine having to go 
through it twice.”
 Mom and Dad think this is equally hilarious, and I am left to sulk alone.
 The next morning, we all receive a picture of Strider sprawled out on Mom’s side of the bed, out cold. The 
caption is something about spoiled kids preventing beauty sleep, but I don’t rise to the bait.
. . .
 “How can you talk to your parents for that long?” my new roommate, Kyndal, asks.
 Nicole and I are living together now, and it’s weird having a third person around that isn’t Merrill.
 “It’s been, like, two hours,” Kyndal adds. “If I tried to talk to my parents for two hours I’d probably lose my 
mind.” She must think this makes her sound like a horrible daughter because she backtracks. “Not that I don’t love 
my parents, it’s just they don’t really understand the things that are going on here, you know?”
 I do know, but I shrug. “We just talk a lot.”
 “Which is weird, because you don’t really talk a lot,” Kyndal says. “You know, in general.”
 “I’m just there for comic relief,” I say. “They all think I’m pretty funny.”
 “I think you’re funny, too” Kyndal says. “I just can’t imagine it. My stepdad would get bored and leave. I 
could probably do it with my mom though.” She turns to Nicole. “You don’t talk to your parents that long do you?”
 “No,” Nicole says. “But my dad’s really awkward over the phone. My mom’s a bit better but usually when I 
call it’s because I need something specific.”
 “I guess my family is just weird,” I say, hoping to be included in that weirdness.
 “Yeah, but I like your family,” Nicole says. “You guys are adorable.”
 I tell my family about this later that night in the group text. Nathaniel is the first to respond.
  Damn straight.
. . .
 Nathaniel went fishing in -20o F in the middle of November. A Montana November, no less. I received 
several pictures of that trip and a few of the fish he caught. He’s wearing an expression of glee unlike anything I’ve 
ever seen on him in a photo. His hands are that indeterminate shade between purple and blue that you only get in 
extreme cold, and I know this because his hands are bare and wrapped around a wet fish.
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 In November.
 In -20o F.
 Before the rest of us can comment on this, he sends another message.
  Fucking cold today, but as of now no frostbite. I’ll let you guys know when we’re 
  heading back into town.
 I can only imagine the kind of fear this strikes in our mother, but she only tells him to stay safe. I don’t see 
these messages until several hours after the conversation, so I don’t say anything at all.
 When Nathaniel gets back from his trip he starts a group call. We talk about everything except frostbite. My 
boyfriend, Chase, comes over when I’m still on the phone. My parents and I have moved on to talking about me 
and my fear of not getting into grad school.
 “Well if worse comes to worst,” I say. “Maybe I could be a comedian. I’m funny, right?”
 My parents don’t laugh, though they are amused. Even Nathaniel is quiet.
 “Ouch,” I say. “I’m wounded.”
 Now they laugh, and I feel obligated to tell them that it bothers me how much my pain and suffering amuse 
them.
 “Oh, you are so full of it,” Mom says.
 “At least Chase thinks I’m funny,” I say, looking at him over my shoulder. “Don’t you, Chase?”
 Chase does not take his eyes off his book, because he knows I’m not really talking to him. “Of course, love,” 
he says.
 “See?” I say.
 But my dad is laughing hard now. “Wow,” he says. “You’ve got him trained well.”
 “Actually, there was no training involved,” I say. “He just came that way.”
 The “he” in question grins over his book.
 Mom’s voice is bordering on serious when she says, “Keep him. Training is never over. Isn’t that right, Gar?”
 It’s my turn to laugh hard.
 It’s been a fairly productive conversation by my standards. We’ve talked about everyone’s work and social 
lives, and how Mom’s progressing after her knee surgery. Nathaniel has been talking about needing to go eat dinner 
for almost an hour but keeps coming up with other things to talk about. Or maybe that’s Mom, sometimes it’s hard 
to tell.
 “Uh oh,” he says. “Guys I really have to go now. Melissa just pulled out the Nutella.”
 I’m still laughing about this five minutes later.
. . .
  Are you guys still awake?
 I’m expecting that no answer will be answer enough, but I’m still waiting. As per usual, it’s Nathaniel that 
responds first.
  I’m still up. Want to call?
 I don’t even text him back.
 “What’s up?” he says instead of hello.
 “I need help,” I say, grabbing a notepad and sitting down for a productive talk. “I don’t know what to write 
about.”
 “Oh,” he says. “I thought it was something serious.” He isn’t a stranger to these kinds of conversations.
 “It is serious,” I say. “It has to be non-fiction.”
 “Non-fiction?” The disgust is evident. “Why?”
 I make a face, knowing full well that he can’t see it. “What’s wrong with non-fiction?”
 “Well why waste paper on something boring when you can make up something even better?” he asks. “It’s 
just not as fun.”
 I’m spared answering this by a text from our parents, saying they are free to chat. I add them into the call.
 “Hanna needs help with a prompt,” Nathaniel says. “It’s gotta be non-fiction.”
 “Non-fiction?” Dad asks. “Why?”
 “Because,” I say, slightly irritated now. “I always do fiction, but I wanted something different.”
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 Mom is no stranger to these requests either, but her next words are almost as unhelpful as Nathaniel’s. “Well 
you could write about your feelings on funding in the English department,” she says. “That should keep you going 
for a while.”
 “Wait, what?” I ask, but Nathaniel’s already saying something else.
 “Why don’t you do something about the history of the National Parks?”
 I’m starting to think that I’ve made a mistake calling them since no one seems to get what I’m trying to do. 
“I think you guys are missing the point,” I say. “It’s not like an essay.”
 Dad is the first one to cotton on. “Oh,” he says. “So, like an autobiography?”
 “Yeah.”
 “Oh.” This comes from both Mom and Nathaniel and we all laugh.
 “Well, that’s not so bad,” Nathaniel says. “Do you have any ideas?”
 If I had any ideas, I wouldn’t have called, but they all know this so I say something else. “No. I’m a little busy 
freaking out about what I’m going to do with my life.”
 “Ha! Get used to it, sis,” he says. “You could write about that, though. The Quest for the Next Thing.”
 Because it is the single most productive thing anyone has said in the last five minutes, I write it down, taking 
some liberties with the title.
 Meanwhile, Mom disagrees. “No, it should be something about accomplishments. Why don’t you write 
about being an overachiever?”
 I feel obligated to write this down too because it came from my mother, but even as I do so I chide them. 
“You guys are being ridiculously unhelpful. Could you take this seriously, maybe?”
 “Oh, come on, Hanna,” Mom says. “I think it’s a great idea.”
 “Of course you do.”
 “Did you ever finish your application for Pace?”
 I’m surprised by this change of topic, so it takes me a second to respond. “Uh, no.”
 Nathaniel and Dad are silent now, but Mom is persistent. “Well, are you going to?”
 “No. I think I told you that, actually.”
 “Was that the one with typos on their website?” Nathaniel asked.
 “That would have been funny,” Dad says.
 “Yeah,” Nathaniel says. “Hi, I’m a prospective student desirous of entering the editing field. I also found a 
typo on your page. Please accept me.”
 “And pay me, because I did something for you,” I say.
 “There’s another idea, Hanna,” Mom says. “How to be a freelance editor.”
 “More like how NOT to be a freelance editor,” Nathaniel says.
 I’m laughing, but this isn’t the conversation I was expecting to have.
 “Why don’t you just write about writer’s block?” Dad asks.
  “Because I don’t like that idea,” I say. I start doodling on my notepad since I’m not really using it for any-
thing else.
 “Well if you aren’t going to take our suggestions, maybe we should just go to bed,” Mom says. “I’m happy 
to just go to bed.”
 “No.” It’s whiny, and we all know it, but fortunately they all forgive me. “I’m just not motivated by that,” I 
explain.
 “Yeah,” Nathaniel says. “Nothing beats work without a purpose.”
 “What’s our list look like?” Mom says.
 I clear my throat and adopt a haughty voice. “The Perpetual State of Finding the Next Thing. How to be an 
Overachiever. How NOT to Become a Freelance Editor. For the Love of God, Please Hire Me. And, The Struggle 
of Work Without a Purpose, subtitled Writer’s Block.”
 “See,” she says. “That’s a great list.”
 “But if all else fails,” Nathaniel says. “You can always just write about this.”
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